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INTRODUCTION	
	Over	the	past	twenty	years	I	have	often	been	asked	the	seemingly	innocent	question	–	
where	do	you	come	from?	To	this	day,	I	am	not	comfortable	with	any	answer	I	have	or	might	have	given.	The	reason	is	simple,	and	perhaps	not	so	unusual	even.	Namely,	where	I	come	from	no	longer	exists.		Most	of	us	have,	at	some	stage	or	another,	lost	our	keys,	our	computer	files,	our	valuables	or	even	our	loved	ones.	But	to	lose	a	country?	Glenn	Bowman,	anthropologist	specializing	in	ethnic,	national	and	religious	identity	politics,	proposes	that	to	speak	of	a	country	is	to	speak	of	a	nation	state	as	a	fluctuating	entity,	a	geopolitical	region	defined	by	its	borders,	its	sense	of	self	as	well	as	its	distinctiveness	from	‘others’.1		Redefinition	of	the	said	borders	is	not	uncommon	–	most	of	our	lifetimes	have	witnessed	at	least	one	such	event.	Finding	oneself	outside	of	those	borders	–	and	perhaps	within	new	ones	–	may	not	seem	so	dramatic.	One	may	be	tempted	to	think	that,	borders,	naming	or	dominant	political	structures	aside,	the	geographical	location	remains	unchanged	and	thus	the	(home)	country,	if	not	a	country,	remains.2	Yet	a	country	is	much	more	to	its	citizens	than	the	sum	of	its	geography	and	politics.	National	identity	is	frequently	the	reason	why	conflicts	are	waged	and	borders	(re)negotiated.	In	the	case	of	the	former	Yugoslavia,	the	sense	of	national	identity	was	relatively	short-lived.		Following	the	fall	of	the	Ottoman	and	Austro-Hungarian	empires,	Yugoslavia	started	out	in	1918	as	the	Kingdom	of	Serbs,	Croats	and	Slovenes,	becoming	the	Kingdom	of	Yugoslavia	in	1929	and	finally	taking	its	ultimate	shape	as	the	Socialist	Federal	Republic	of	Yugoslavia	(SFRY)	in	1943.	That	Yugoslavia	consisted	of	six	republics	and	two	autonomous	regions	-	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	Croatia,	Macedonia,	Montenegro,	Slovenia	and	Serbia	(including	the	two	autonomous	provinces	Vojvodina	and	Kosovo).	Today,	each	one	of	these	(with	the	exception	of	Vojvodina	region)	is	a	country	in	its	own	right.	Throughout	much	of	my	early	life	I	would	have	identified	myself	as	Yugoslav;	now	I’m	an	ex-Yugoslav,	a	Bosnian,	a	Dutch	citizen	and	most	of	all,	none	of	the	above.	In	the	words	of	the	social	media	vernacular,	I	became	the	embodiment	of	diaspora:	illiterate	in	several	languages.	Language	is	but	one	aspect	of	the	illiteracy	I	allude	to	–	cultural	memory	and	identity	are	perhaps	the	most	affected	when	one	belongs	
																																																																										
1	Bowman,	1994b.	p.119	
2	The	word	country	has	developed	from	the	Late	Latin	contra	meaning	"against",	used	in	the	sense	of	"that	which	
lies	against,	or	opposite	to,	the	view",	i.e.	the	landscape	spread	out	to	the	view.	I	use	the	italicized	version	here	
specifically	to	refer	to	the	topographic	meaning.	In	English,	the	word	has	increasingly	become	associated	with	
political	divisions,	so	that	its	meaning,	associated	with	the	indefinite	article	–	"a	country"	–	is	now	a	
synonym	for	state,	or	a	former	sovereign	state,	in	the	sense	of	sovereign	territory	or	"district,	native	land".	
Source:	Wikipedia.	(Accessed:	4	January	2014)	
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everywhere	and	nowhere	at	the	same	time.	Only	a	teenager	at	the	start	of	the	conflict	which	marked	the	demise	of	SFR	Yugoslavia,	for	a	long	time	I	knew	little	of	the	background	of	what	took	place,	especially	as	seen	from	an	outside	perspective.	Being	on	the	inside	at	the	beginning	of	the	conflict	and	on	the	outside	for	the	remainder	of	its	duration	and	thereafter,	the	experience	of	volatile	political	power	play	coupled	with	excess	and	duality	of	media	attention	created	a	personal	aversion	to	all	area-related	topics	that	lasted	for	many	years.3	Later,	in	the	course	of	my	studies,	I	saw	and	read	very	little	relating	to	art	or	art	history	of	the	area	or	for	that	matter,	the	wider	region	of	Eastern	Europe.	Aside	from	a	frequent	personal	disinclination	towards	its	mostly	politically	charged	output,	this	can	in	part	be	explained	by	the	lack	of	visibility	–	validity	even	–	of	art	and	art	history	of	that	region	in	the	West,	where	I	have	been	educated	for	the	last	twenty-odd	years.	Becoming	more	aware	of	the	impulse	towards	a	world	art	history	and	becoming	more	conscious	of	the	‘West	and	rest’	paradigm,	I	realised	how	applicable	that	was	much	closer	to	home,	even	within	the	boundaries	of	so-called	‘new’	Europe.		I	have	made	the	decision	to	concentrate	my	thesis	around	articulations	of	the	post	Yugoslav	condition	as	seen	in	the	work	of	artists	representing	former	Yugoslav	countries	at	the	55th	Venice	Biennale	(2013)	in	the	hope	that	this	investigation	will	illuminate	some	of	the	complexities	in	the	position	of	art,	artists	and	the	region	itself,	as	well	as	my	own	position	in	such	a	discourse.4	Having	lived	most	of	my	adult	life	in	the	Netherlands	–	the	West	-	it	will	be	no	surprise	to	find	this	thesis	preoccupied	with	the	optic	of	the	diaspora	and	the	narratives	of	identity,	memory	and	place.	As	cultural	theorist	Stuart	Hall	revealingly	points	out	in	relation	to	himself,	“it	is	worth	remembering	that	all	discourse	is	‘placed’,	and	the	heart	has	its	reasons.”5	The	Venice	Biennale,	with	its	internationally	unique	format	of	national	representation,	lends	itself	very	well	to	the	investigation	of	post	Yugoslav	national	representations	and	by	extension,	the	representations	of	a	post	Yugoslav	identity	as	articulated	in	the	work	of	
																																																																										
3	Zildžo	p.141.	Nermina	Zildžo	quotes	from	Aida	Hozić’s	Making	of	the	Unwanted	Colonies:	(Un)Imagining	Desire	
(2000)	to	eloquently	explain	how	the	intense	presence	of	the	global	media	marked	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	as	a	
‘bad’	territory,	earning	it	the	status	of	an	‘unwanted	colony’	–	a	place	conquered	by	the	media,	‘consumed	as	an	
image	but	rejected	as	a	territory,	the	ethnic	war	zone	emerges	as	a	new	kind	of	colony	–	unwanted,	undesired,	
uncalled	for	–	and	thus,	as	a	playground	for	a	new	type	of	capitalism.’	
4	Throughout	this	thesis	I	will	refer	to	‘post	Yugoslav’	rather	than	‘ex-Yugoslav’	or	‘former	Yugoslav’,	terms	which	
-	although	commonly	used	-	I	feel	inadequately	describe	the	complexity	of	the	region.	I	borrow	the	term	‘post	
Yugoslav’	from	Leonie	van	Walstijn	who,	in	her	unpublished	MA	thesis	at	Leiden	Univeristy	on	the	topic	of	post	
Yugoslav	autobiographical	art,	settles	on	its	usage	based	on	Dragan	Klaić’s	book	Home	is	where	your	Friends	are.	
Exile	between	Internet	and	the	Ikea	table.	(2004).	Klaić	utilises	‘post’	as	a	way	to	denote	the	multi-layered	
problematic	of	the	area;	highlighting	that	what	came	‘after’	but	which	is	nevertheless	simultaneously	inseparable	
from	the	Yugoslavia	that	once	was.	Van	Walstijn,	p.10.	
5	Writing	about	the	Caribbean	cinema	and	the	black	diaspora	experience,	Stuart	Hall	acknowledges	his	own	
position,	taking	his	Jamaican	origins,	life	in	Britain	and	a	lifetime’s	work	in	cultural	studies,	into	account.	Hall,	
p.223	
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different	artists	from	the	region.		The	55th	Venice	Biennale	being	especially	unique	as	it	was	the	first	Biennale	or	manifestation	of	its	kind	where	all	the	post	Yugoslav	countries	were	represented.	Subsequently	it	appears	it	was	also	the	last,	at	least	for	now.6	Rather	than	cover	all	the	former	republics	or	regions,	I	have	chosen	to	concentrate	on	a	selection	that	in	my	mind	offers	the	most	fecund	ground	and	relevance	to	my	investigation,	namely	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	Kosovo	and	Slovenia.	Each	one	of	these	countries,	I	feel,	tackles	the	issue	of	post	Yugoslav	national	representation	in	very	different	ways	and	offers	a	relevant	and	insightful	look	into	the	post	Yugoslav	contemporary.	Geographically	and	politically,	these	are	also	the	three	countries	which	are	at	the	very	peripheries	of	what	was	once	Yugoslavia	–	Slovenia	at	the	most	north-western	tip,	closest	to	Europe;	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	as	the	melting	pot	right	in	the	centre;	and	Kosovo	at	its	southern	end,	nestled	in	a	pocket	between	Serbia,	Montenegro,	Albania	and	Macedonia	(fig.1).	The	exclusions	speak	as	clearly	as	the	inclusions	–	Croatia,	Montenegro,	Serbia	and	Macedonia	all	play	a	more	marginal	role	in	my	narrative	and	are	therefore	left	out.		
	To	recap,	the	aim	of	my	investigation	can	be	summed	up	by	the	following	main	question:	how	do	the	selected	national	presentations	of	artworks,	created	by	three	
																																																																										
6	After	only	two	prior	participations	–	in	1993	and	2013	-	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	was	notably	absent	from	the	
56th	Venice	Biennale.		
	Fig	1.	1993	map	of	post	Yugoslav	countries	prior	to	Montenegro’s	(2006)	
and	Kosovo’s	(2008)	ascension	
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different	post	Yugoslav	artists	for	the	55th	Venice	Biennale,	reflect	the	complexities	of	post	Yugoslav	national	identities	as	articulated	through	different	positions	and	experiences	of	their	makers?	I	intend	to	use	three	selected	artworks	to	look	back	at	the	specific	countries	they	emerged	from	and	consider	how	these	works	open	up	a	vista	on	some	of	the	unique	problematic	that	is	at	play	in	Slovenia,	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	and	Kosovo,	thus	illuminating	some	of	the	specificities	of	the	region	in	the	process.	Through	close	visual	analysis	I	will	attempt	to	let	the	works	speak,	investigating	their	locatedness	in	culture,	identity	and	place.	In	order	to	answer	my	main	question	I	will	be	drawing	from	the	fields	of	anthropology,	literary	criticism	and	art	history,	especially	the	work	of	Glenn	Bowman,	Gayatri	Chakravorty	Spivak	and	Norman	Bryson.	Different	artworks	will	be	considered	through	different	frames	of	reference	in	order	to	uncover	the	questions	that	are	problematised	in	a	more	effective	way	in	each	individual	case.		The	remainder	of	this	introduction	is	dedicated	to	laying	out	the	three	case	studies	as	well	as	the	methodology	that	will	be	used	to	approach	them.	By	taking	the	Eastern	European	paradigm	as	essentially	a	non-Western	one,	I	turn	to	Spivak	to	consider	whether	post	Yugoslav	countries	have	the	power	of	speech,	and	if	they	do	–	who	is	listening?	I	argue	that	the	Venice	Biennale	offers	a	platform	that	allows	them	to	enter	the	(dominant)	discourse	they	would	otherwise	not	have	ready	access	to.	Using	the	work	of	anthropologist	Glenn	Bowman,	I	consider	the	relationship	between	shared	memories,	community	and	national	identity	and	ask	to	what	extent	is	post	Yugoslav	art,	in	the	context	of	national	representation	on	an	international	stage,	able	to	underscore	a	particular	identity?		In	chapter	one,	I	consider	the	significance	of	the	Venice	Biennale,	present	a	brief	outline	of	the	region	in	question	and	touch	upon	the	methodology	used	in	more	detail.	I	also	explain	the	reason	for	my	choice	of	a	reverse	approach	–	from	the	work	outwards	–	referring	to	what	art	historian	Irving	Lavin	terms	‘visual	taxonomy’.	I	refer	to	Norman	Bryson	and	Susan	Sontag	to	underscore	the	need	for	close	visual	analysis	above	and	beyond	elucidation	of	context,	in	order	to	investigate	how	a	particular	framing	of	these	works,	and	its	re-telling,	affect	their	presentation	and	reception.	I	argue	that	the	issues	of	context	and	framing	require	especially	close	awareness	when	employed	within	the	Eastern	European	paradigm.	Chapters	two,	three	and	four	lay	out	the	individual	case	studies	in	detail.	The	final	two	chapters	provide	a	reflection	and	an	evaluation.	 	
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Case	studies:	Slovenia,	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	Kosovo	Shared	memories	and	status	symbols	created	through	artifacts	can	be	a	powerful	glue	for	national	identities,	appealing	to	our	most	basic	emotional	responses.	Such	notions	are	explored	in	the	work	of	Jasmina	Ćibić	(b.	1979)	who	in	her	multi-layered	multimedia	installation	For	Our	Economy	and	Culture	created	for	the	Slovenian	pavilion,	seeks	to	subvert	ideas	of	national	iconography,	selection	and	representation	methods.	Ćibić	explicitly	and	purposefully	uses	material	dating	back	to	the	time	of	Tito’s	Yugoslavia	to	explore	the	ongoing	tension	between	political	and	cultural	modes	of	exchange,	reception	and	constructions	of	identity.7	That	production	of	identity	can	be	grounded	not	in	the	excavating	of	a	continuous	cultural	past	but	in	the	re-telling	of	it	–	as	Ćibić	proposes	in	her	work	–	is	suggested	by	Stuart	Hall	in	relation	to	the	Caribbean	(post)colonial	experience.8	Furthermore,	Hall	argues	that	identity	can	be	viewed	as	a	pluralistic,	transformative	concept,	which	is	constructed	out	of	similarities	but	also	-	more	importantly	-	deep	and	significant	differences	that	are	subject	to	continuous	influence	of	history,	culture	and	power.9		The	idea	that	the	past,	as	well	as	the	present,	is	a	multi-facetted	narrative	constructed	through	memory,	fantasy	and	myth,	is	addressed	through	the	work	of	Mladen	Miljanović	(b.	1981),	who,	representing	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	at	its	first	appearance	at	the	Venice	Biennale	for	a	decade,	revisited	Hieronymus	Bosch’s	Garden	of	
Earthly	Delights	in	a	poignant	and	revealing	portrait	of	Bosnian	contemporary	reality.		A	much	more	personal	positioning	in	relation	to	the	narratives	of	history,	place	and	identity	is	revealed	in	the	work	of	Petrit	Halilaj	(b.	1986),	representing	Kosovo	at	its	first	ever	appearance	in	Venice	during	the	55th	edition.	Halilaj	offers	the	viewer	a	nostalgic	glimpse	towards	his	own	past	and	combines	it	with	an	imagining	of	a	personal	and	collective	future	to	problematise	dominant	conventions	of	representation	of	individual	and	collective	identity.		All	three	of	these	artists,	whose	works	from	the	55th	Venice	Biennale	I	will	be	writing	about,	are	artists	of	the	so-called	new	generation	–	born	into	post-Titoist	Yugoslavia	and	raised	through	a	time	of	conflict	and	disintegration	of	one	country	into	a	re-negotiation	of	new,	post	Yugoslav	national	identities	in	each	of	their	respective	environments.	Each	artist	in	his	or	her	own	way	investigates	transmutations	of	identity	from	past	to	present	and	place	to	place,	sometimes	inadvertently	reflecting	on	the	
																																																																										
7	Jasmina	Ćibić.	For	Our	Economy	and	Culture	(2013).	http://slovenianpavilion.net/en/	
8	Hall,	1990.	p.224.	Comparisons	have	frequently	been	drawn	between	the	post-colonial	and	post-communist	
condition	(see	also	Erjavec,	p.52,	Todorova,	1997,	p.181).	Critics	have	argued	that	the	post-colonial	discourse	is	
inappropriate	in	the	Eastern	European	context,	especially	since	the	communist	countries	enjoyed	autonomy	
unknown	to	the	colonized	nations.	
9	Hall,	1990.	p.225.	
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inherent	absurdity	of	such	an	endeavor	in	the	context	of	the	quest	for	authenticity	that	dominates	the	political	strategies	guiding	national	representation.	
	
The	Subaltern	Speak		Since	1989	a	long	overdue	heterogenisation	has	been	occurring	in	the	consideration	of	once-homogenously	perceived	‘Eastern	Europe’.	No	longer	viable	to	be	viewed	as	a	single	entity	(the	‘outside’	view),	the	drive	for	self-determination	has	seen	former	‘Eastern	bloc’	countries	seeking	ways	to	assert	themselves	as	separate	and	individual	entities	within	this	larger	region.	Nowhere	is	that	more	evident	than	in	the	seven	countries	of	former	Yugoslavia,	where	the	need	for	an	individualised,	authentic	identity	had	been	fuelled	by	violent	political	agenda’s,	inter-ethnic	conflict	and	previously	strong	–	albeit,	some	might	argue,	artificial	–	common	bonds,	politicised	by	Tito’s	homogeneity-driving	‘brotherhood	and	unity’.		Aleš	Erjavec,	a	Slovenian	cultural	theorist,	suggests	that	the	drive	towards	such	multiplicity	of	authentic	self-representations	in	Eastern	Europe	poses	issues	that	can	be	examined	through	the	work	of	Gayatri	Chakravorty	Spivak,	who,	in	her	discussion	of	Indian	women,	famously	asks:	“Can	the	subaltern	speak?”10	Erjavec	places	Spivak’s	question	in	relation	to	political	representation	of	individual	Eastern	European	countries,	suggesting	that	it	is	the	possession	and	practicing	of	an	articulated	voice	that	preconditions	subjectivization	–	in	other	words,	it	is	the	capacity	to	speak	that	enables	the	subaltern	subjects	to	‘voice’	their	concerns.11	In	addition,	Erjavec	refers	to	Jacques	Rancière	to	remind	us	that	for	Aristotle,	is	it	precisely	speech	that	distinguishes	man	from	animal,	since	the	animal	too	has	a	voice	–	“[…]	the	whole	question,	then,	is	to	know	who	possesses	speech	and	who	merely	possesses	voice.”12	Furthermore,	I	would	add	that	it	is	articulated	speech	–	and	the	practice	thereof	–	that	consequently	enables	one	to	be	heard.	Erjavec	goes	on	to	say	that	if	individuals	and	communities	in	constituent	parts	of	Eastern	Europe	can	make	their	voices	heard,	not	only	in	the	sociopolitical	but	also	in	artistic	and	cultural	spheres,	then	they	have	taken	a	“political	stance	and	have	effected	action	towards	others,	themselves,	and	their	place	in	the	world	as	subjects.”13	I	would	suggest	that	by	participating	in	such	an	international	cultural	platform	as	the	Venice	Biennale,	what	could	be	considered	subaltern	post	Yugoslav	communities	are	practicing	articulating	their	voices,	albeit	through	a	visual	rather	than	spoken	language.	Erjavec	himself	sees	speech	as	a	form	of	‘making	visible’.	He	goes	on	to	add	that	art	functions	as	
																																																																										
10	Erjavec,	p.53	and	Spivak,	p.284	
11	Erjavec,	p.53	
12	Rancière	in	Erjavec,	p.53-54	
13	Erjavec,	p.54	
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a	form	of	speech	–	an	articulation	through	pictorial	representation	–	at	times	contributing	to	the	voicing	of	national	specificities	and	as	a	vehicle	for	national	and	political	identification.	14	The	above	suggestion	seems	all	the	more	viable	if	one	considers	that	during	the	SFRY	years,	Yugoslavia’s	participations	at	the	Venice	Biennale	fell	largely	in	the	domain	of	commissioners	and	artists	from	Croatia,	Serbia	and	Slovenia.	National	pluralism	was	allegedly	the	driving	force	behind	the	selection	procedure,	though	of	the	seven	nations	of	former	Yugoslavia	only	a	few	were	in	fact	steadily	represented.15	Between	1945	and	1991,	there	was	only	one	instance	of	a	Biennale	commissioner	from	Macedonia;	there	was	never	one	from	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	or	Montenegro,	not	to	mention	Kosovo.			
On	Representability	of	Speech	In	1997,	long	after	SFR	Yugoslavia	ceased	to	exist	and	only	Serbia	and	Montenegro	remained	as	‘new	Yugoslavia’s’	constituent	republics,	Marina	Abramović	–	an	internationally	renowned	performance	artist	of	Serbian	origin	–	was	invited	to	represent	Yugoslavia	at	the	47th	Venice	Biennale.16	Abramović	eventually	accepted	the	offer,	proposing	to	present	a	work	entitled	Balkan	Baroque	(fig.	2).	The	then	Yugoslav	Minister	of	Culture	disapproved	of	the	piece,	allegedly	on	the	grounds	of	Abramović’s	long-standing	residence	ex-patria	and	her	ensuing	lack	of	true	local	credentials.17	As	curator	and	art	historian	Bojana	Pejić	writes,	“[…]	in	the	age	of	‘Post-Communism’,	the	category	of	national	identity	was	promoted	to	the	favorite,	if	not	the	criterion,	sine	qua	non	for	appraisal	of	works	of	art.”18	However,	a	more	likely	reason	for	disapproval	was	the	works’	disturbing	invocation	of	the	ethnic	cleansing	the	Serbian	nation	was	involved	in	during	the	recent	wars	in	Yugoslavia.19	The	performance	sees	Abramović	washing	with	a	brush	a	huge	
																																																																										
14	Erjavec,	p.54	
15	Pejić,	2002.	p.333	
16	In	1997,	the	state	of	Yugoslavia	encompassed	Serbia,	Montenegro	and	Kosovo.	
17	Born	in	1946	in	Belgrade,	Marina	Abramović	moved	to	Amsterdam	in	1976.		
18	Pejić,	2002.	p.328	
19	This	seems	an	especially	tempting	conclusion	to	make	considering	the	previous	Yugoslav	participation	at	the	
Venice	Biennale	employed	no	such	residence	criteria	–	in	1995	Yugoslavia	was	represented	by	Miloš	Šobajić,	an	
artist	living	in	Paris	for	more	than	20	years.	
	Fig	2.	Marina	Abramović.	Balkan	Baroque.	Performance	and	
installation	(detail).	47th	Venice	Biennale,	June	1997.		
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pile	of	bloody	animal	bones	she	sits	atop	of,	in	reference	to	the	‘blood	on	the	hands’	of	the	Yugoslav	peoples	in	what	appears	to	be	a	symbolic	ritual	of	purification.	The	work	addresses	uncomfortable	topics	that,	as	one	can	imagine,	Yugoslavia	of	1997	would	rather	not	have	been	associated	with,	especially	not	at	an	international	cultural	stage	such	as	the	Venice	Biennale.	The	category	of	national	identity	that	Pejić	mentions	came	to	extend	in	this	case	beyond	the	artist	or	national	territory	to	assume	an	internationally	representational	character.	Amidst	a	row	over	Abramović’s	invitation	and	proposal,	a	new	commissioner	was	appointed,	this	time	–	finally	–	from	Montenegro.	Thus,	a	decision	was	made	to	replace	Marina	Abramović	by	a	more	suitable	artist,	one	that	could	provide	a	more	‘authentic’	representation	in	Venice.20	That	became	Vojo	Stanić,	a	Montenegro	artist	whose	lighthearted	naïve-surrealist	paintings	depicting	scenes	from	everyday	life	were	deemed	more	appropriate	to	serve	as	icons	of	Yugoslav	national	representation	abroad	(fig.	3).21		Two	issues	were	addressed	at	once	–	an	unsettling	voice	was	censored	while	another	voice	–	thus	far	underrepresented	–	was	ratified	and	sent	forth,	as	it	were.	After	an	intervention	by	the	then	Biennale	curator,	Germano	Celant,	Abramović	was	nevertheless	invited	to	exhibit,	albeit	at	the	Italian	Pavilion	–	an	opportunity	that	subsequently	earned	her	a	Golden	Lion,	1997	La	Biennale	di	Venezia	International	Prize	for	Best	Artist.	Clearly,	the	international	community	demonstrated	high	regard	for	Abramović’s	candid	re-telling	of	her	former	country’s	recent	past	–	one	that	undoubtedly	fitted	well	with	the	media	image	of	Serbia	constructed	in	the	course	of	the	Yugoslav	wars.	The	Montenegro/Yugoslavia	representation	of	1997	was	a	rare	opportunity	for	an	underdog	former	Yugoslav	republic	to	be	seen	as	having	a	voice,	despite	how	heavily	censored	and	politically	correct	that	voice	was.	The	Abramović/Stanić	switch	also	showed	to	be	a	superb	example	of	speech	that	has	the	capacity	for	being	heard;	voices	
																																																																										
20	Pejić,	2002.	p.334	
21	http://www.blic.rs/kultura/vesti/izlozba-slika-voja-stanica-premijerno-pred-beogradanima/zgq9hv1	
		Fig	3.	Vojo	Stanić.	Noć	(Night).	Oil	on	canvas.	1983.	
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that	come	from	within,	and	those	that	come	from	the	outside.22	Years	later	it	appears	that,	lacking	opportunities	for	self-representation	especially	on	an	international	stage,	a	number	of	post	Yugoslav	countries	still	see	the	Biennale	as	a	valuable	opportunity	to	speak	up	and	be	heard.23	Spivak	may	have	concluded	at	the	end	of	her	essay	that	“the	subaltern	cannot	speak”,	but	nevertheless,	the	Venice	Biennale	is	one	of	the	few	occasions	where	the	post	Yugoslav	subalterns	can	be	seen	as	having	a	voice,	even	if	it	means	speaking	a	different	language	and	being	complicit	in	what	Spivak	refers	to	as	‘epistemic	violence’.	24	I	am	referring	here	to	the	oft-cited	work	of	Zagreb-based	artist	Mladen	Stilinović	(b.1947),	entitled	An	Artist	Who	Cannot	Speak	English	is	no	Artist	(fig.	4).	Stilinović	uses	the	phrase	to	reflect	on	the	dominance	of	a	Western	‘language’	in	art	–	both	visual	and	otherwise	–	implying	the	inability	of	‘non-Western’	artists	to	make	their	voices	heard	in	the	face	of	globalization	and	political	and	economic	supremacy	of	the	West.25	One	could	say	that	in	essence,	Stilinović	concurs	with	Spivak	insofar	as	epistemic	violence	–	the	violence	of	knowledge	production	–	is	concerned.	The	Western	‘language’	that	Stilinović	refers	to	being	complicit	in	the	distortions,	generalisations	and	stereotyping	that	occurs	with	regard	to	‘non-Western’	artists	and	their	milieus.	In	ascribing	them	an	oft-homogenous	lack	of	agency	and	treating	them	as	something	that	must	be	explained,	encouraged	and	altogether	‘helped’,	their	subaltern	condition	is	continually	discursively	re-constructed.	
																																																																										
22	The	within/outside	distinction	depends	of	course	on	which	side	of	the	inside/outside	dichotomy	one	populates	
or	for	that	matter,	refers	to.	Abramović	can	be	seen	as	an	outsider	to	the	Yugoslav	political	agenda	on	account	of	
her	diaspora	status,	however,	precisely	for	that	reason	it	can	be	argued	that	she	is	also	on	the	‘inside’	with	
regard	to	the	Western	art	cannon	and	dominant	discourse,	affirmed	by	her	Golden	Lion	prize	(a	fact	that	Serbia	is	
keen	to	acknowledge	in	retrospect;	having	‘produced’	an	artist	of	such	stature.	See:	
http://www.vreme.com/cms/view.php?id=343451.	Accessed:	26	February	2016).	
23	The	oft-voiced	criticism	and	reactions	to	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina’s	repeated	absence	from	the	Venice	Biennale	
allude	to	precisely	such	issues	of	visibility.	Vujković,	p.19,	55,	62,	105.	See	also:	Bundalo,	2008	
http://tacka.org/htm/projects_imag.html	and	8th	Ars	Kozara	(2015)	(Accessed:	12	November	2015)	and	
http://tacka.org/htm/projects_ars_kozara_eng.html	(Accessed:	12	November	2015).	On	a	similar	note,	it	is	worth	
mentioning	that	Kosovo’s	first	participation	in	Venice	was	in	part	sponsored	by	its	Ministry	of	European	
Integration,	which	considers	Kosovo’s	future	within	Europe	“a	national	priority	and	shared	institutional	starting	
point”.	See:	http://www.mei-ks.net/en/ministry	(Accessed:	25	March	2016).	
24	Spivak,	p.308	
25	Similar	sentiment	is	echoed	by	Antonio	Marazzi,	who,	writing	about	the	2013	Venice	Biennale,	also	wonders	
about	the	rapidly	expanding	popularity	of	the	Biennale	among	international	exhibitors	and	asks:	“[…]	if	not	
‘Western’	art,	is	this	nevertheless	art	in	the	Western	sense	of	the	term?	Did	the	artists	from	Kuwait	or	the	Ivory	
Coast,	for	example,	adopt	an	aesthetic	suitable	to	the	Western	eye,	thus	at	the	same	time	adopting	the	
pretended	‘universal	language	of	art’?”.	Marazzi,	p.278.	
	Fig	4.		Mladen	Stilinović,	An	Artist	Who	Cannot	Speak	
English	is	no	Artist.	1992.	
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Spivak	argues	that	any	attempt	from	the	outside	to	relive	the	situation	would	invariably	backfire	as	by	speaking	out	and	reclaiming	a	collective	cultural	identity,	subalterns	will	only	re-inscribe	their	subordinate	position	in	society.26	The	assumption	is	that	this	‘speaking	out’	is	invariably	mediated	through	others	than	the	subaltern,	those	who	are	more	at	home	in	the	Western	intellectual	discourse,	i.e.	those	who	‘speak	English’.	In	examining	the	works	by	the	aforementioned	post	Yugoslav	artists	at	the	Venice	Biennale	I	aim,	among	other	things,	to	look	to	what	extent	can	the	post	Yugoslav	subalterns	truly	speak	for	themselves	in	the	context	of	their	visual	production,	and	to	what	extent	can	that	speech	be	seen	as	the	collective	‘voicing	of	concerns’	of	a	heterogeneous	people.		
Countries	of	Words	Following	on	the	work	of	Benedict	Anderson,	Glenn	Bowman	argues	that	a	community,	as	a	nation,	is	an	‘imaginary’	construction,	and	that	especially	in	the	case	of	‘lost’	nations,	the	imagined	community	lives	forth	discursively,	through	what	he	calls	a	“country	of	words”.27	Bowman	quotes	a	poem	by	Mahmoud	Darwish	that	closes	with:			 	 We	have	a	country	of	words.	Speak	speak	so	I		 	 can	put	my	road		 	 	 	 	 on	the	stone	of	a	stone		 	 We	have	a	country	of	words.	Speak	speak	so	we		 	 may	know		 	 	 	 	 the	end	of	this	travel.28		The	discursive	construction	of	the	imagined	community	is	also	an	ideological	one	–	created	through	nostalgia,	memory	and	myth	it	keeps	alive	the	idea	of	belonging.	For	Louis	Althusser,	ideology	means	representation	of	the	imaginary	relationship	of	individuals	to	their	real	conditions	of	existence.29	Ideology	is	thus	omnipresent,	whether	articulated	through	personal,	local	or	national	frameworks.	In	Bowman’s	words,	a	community	“always	exists	through	the	imagining	of	the	group	of	which	one	conceives	oneself	as	a	member.”30	Such	identification	occurs	within	discourse	that	visualises	territories,	populations	and	issues	pertinent	to	it	and	as	such	makes	all	communities	‘countries	of	words’.	In	any	national	discourse,	Bowman	argues,	there	are	‘texts’	and	‘readers’.	In	other	words,	the	‘reader’	seeks	to	identify	a	set	of	concerns	one	can	recognise	as	his	or	her	own	in	the	discourse’s	‘texts’.	By	identifying	with	the	position	set	
																																																																										
26	http://www.postcolonialweb.org/poldiscourse/spivak/spivak2.html	(Accessed:	7	March	2016)	
27	Bowman,	1994a.	
28	Darwish	in	Bowman,	1994a,	p.138	
29	Althusser	in	Piotrowski,	p.9	
30	Bowman,	1994a,	p.140	
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out	in	such	discourse,	the	‘reader’	is	carried	out	of	isolation	of	individual	experience	into	a	collective	phenomenon	articulated	by	the	discourse	itself	in	national	terms.	The	‘texts’	employed	by	such	discourse	become	instrumental	in	fixing	the	(national)	identity	of	their	‘readers’.31	That	artworks	can	function	as	such	texts	seems	obvious.32	In	the	context	of	the	Venice	Biennale,	the	national	representations	open	more	widely	a	discursive	field	that	viewers/readers	can	‘buy’	into,	serving	as	an	extension	of	what	the	art	historian	Piotr	Piotrowski	–	borrowing	from	Althusser	–	terms	‘State	Ideological	Apparatuses’.33	This	is	especially	pertinent	to	former	Eastern	European	countries,	post	Yugoslav	ones	in	particular,	where	the	complexity	of	processes	coming	from	the	inside	and	the	outside	gives	rise	to	specific	local	concerns.	Writing	on	the	topic	of	art	history,	Piotrowski	argues	that	we	must	negotiate	local,	national	and	state	narratives	to	create	a	kind	of	‘meta-narrative’	of	the	region,	not	in	order	to	produce	a	single	narrative	of	Eastern	European	art,	but	in	order	to	construct	a	heterogeneous,	pluralistic	view.34	In	essence,	what	Piotrowski	is	suggesting	is	that	we	must	negotiate	different	local	meanings,	examining	both	similarities	and	differences	and	engaging	into	comparisons,	especially	by	recognising	the	different	meanings	of	art	produced	around	some	‘focal	historical	point’	in	particular	states.35	Therefore,	it	is	through	the	examination	of	the	individual	local	and	state	narratives	–	the	‘countries	of	words’	–	that	we	may	begin	to	see	a	larger	picture	of	the	region	in	question,	in	the	process	that	Spivak	refers	to	as	“learning	to	speak	to”.36	The	three	national	representations	that	I	have	chosen	to	investigate	through	the	case	studies	can	be	seen	as	peripheries	in	the	post-Yugoslav	dialectic.	My	hope	is	that	through	these	a	more	complex	story	can	be	told,	a	meta-narrative	if	you	will,	of	the	post-Yugoslav	condition	(or	at	least	its	extremes).	By	choosing	works	produced	not	around	a	socio-political	historical	focal	point,	but	around	a	cultural	one	(the	55th	Venice	Biennale),	I	hope	to	be	able	to	engage	a	broader	and	more	contemporary	comparison.			
	 	
																																																																										
31	Bowman,	1994a,	p.141	
32	See	Erjavec,	2014	and	Bryson,	1992	but	also	Sherwell,	2006.	
33	Piotrowski,	p.8	
34	ibid.	
35	ibid.	
36	Spivak,	p.295.	I	elaborate	on	this	observation	on	p.23	
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I.	REVERSING	THE	VIEW		If	we	take	an	exhibition	as	a	practice	of	representation,	as	argued	by	museum	collections	specialist	Henrietta	Lidchi37	in	relation	to	ethnological	exhibiting	practices,	and	that	every	choice	-	what	is	shown,	how	and	by	whom	-	is	a	choice	of	how	to	represent	other	cultures,	we	can	assume	that	every	exhibition,	particularly	one	delineated	by	cultural	or	national	borders,	results	in	a	new	production	of	meaning.	This	newly	constructed	meaning	will	be	further	implicated	by	the	relationship	between	those	who	are	doing	the	exhibiting	and	those	who	are	being	exhibited.	The	Venice	Biennale	is	the	oldest	international	art	exhibition,	dating	back	to	1895	when	it	was	established	with	the	idea	of	reinvigorating	the	city	through	an	international	perspective,	building	on	an	existing	national	exhibition	model.38	It	remains	today	the	only	art	manifestation	of	its	kind	that	is	still	organized	on	the	basis	of	separate	national	representations.	National	and	cultural	boundaries	are	guarded	and	reinforced	through	the	Biennale’s	physical	organization,	both	through	permanent	and	temporary	national	pavilions.	Over	the	years,	some	of	the	Giardini’s	pavilions	have	undergone	a	functional	transformation	–	the	Czechoslovakian	pavilion	nowadays	alternating	between	Czech	and	Slovakian	exhibitions;	the	Yugoslav	pavilion	–	originally	built	in	1938	and	still	bearing	the	name	‘Jugoslavia’	engraved	in	bold	relief	on	its	façade	–	now	the	permanent	home	of	the	Serbian	pavilion.	Critics	have	argued	that	the	Venice	Biennale’s	model	of	national	representations	is	almost	ridiculously	outdated	today;	in	this	age	of	globalization,	migration	and	mobility,	borders	are,	if	not	being	erased,	then	at	least	argued	against.	39	Yet,	those	same	borders	are	what	give	the	Venice	Biennale	its	singular	character	and	even	perhaps	its	force.	The	55th	edition	held	the	biggest	national	participation	to	date;	ten	new	countries	participated,	bringing	the	total	to	88.40	For	many	countries,	the	opportunity	to	exhibit	at	the	Venice	Biennale	is	a	unique	opportunity	to	present	not	only	their	sovereignty	or	autonomy	but	especially	their	contemporaneity	to	the	international	community,	in	this	case	the	West.	Having	the	opportunity	to	showcase	on	a	global,	international	stage	and	reach	an	audience	of	millions	is	a	valuable	economic	and	political	tool.	However,	the	countries’	
																																																																										
37	Lidchi	in	Hall,	1997.	p.8.	
38	Following	the	success	of	the	1887	National	exhibition,	the	exhibition	format	was	changed	to	an	international	
one	with	the	aim	of	establishing	a	lasting	tourist	attraction	and	providing	economic	revival	of	the	city.	Martini,	
Vittoria.	http://www.artandeducation.net/paper/a-brief-history-of-i-giardini-or-a-brief-history-of-the-venice-
biennale-seen-from-the-giardini/	(Accessed:	27	December	2015)	
39	Robinson,	p.	91.	and	Robert	Barry	http://artreview.com/features/may_2015_feature_artists_with_borders/	
(Accessed:	20	November	2015)	
40	The	ten	countries	making	their	first	appearance	at	the	Venice	Biennale	during	the	55th	edition	were:	
Angola,	Bahamas,	Kingdom	of	Bahrain,	Republic	of	Ivory	Coast,	Republic	of	Kosovo,	Kuwait,	the	
Maldives,	Paraguay,	Tuvalu	and	the	Holy	See.	http://www.labiennale.org/en/art/archive/55th-
exhibition/baratta/	(Accessed:	15	January	2016)	
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national	pride	and	political	as	well	as	curatorial	selection	strategies	that	drive	the	concept	of	national	representation	are	a	thorny	issue.	Who	is	selected,	by	whom,	what	is	represented,	and	how?	It	can	be	argued	that	the	Venice	Biennale	offers	a	distorted	yet	viable	(over)view	of	our	present	day	world.	Yet	that	view	is	nothing	if	not	Western	and	as	such	has	a	force	and	a	validity	that	is	difficult	to	dispute.	Furthermore,	its	power	is	maintained	through	steadily	increasing	participation	in	its	dynamics	on	a	global	scale,	as	Venice	and	other	mega	exhibitions	demonstrate.41			
Etch-a-sketch	Constructions	of	national	identity	require	the	same	body	of	memory,	in	as	much	as	the	same	body	of	forgetting.42	The	former	‘Eastern	bloc’	is	filled	with	examples	of	countries	that	struggled	to	(re)define	their	own	national	and	cultural	identity	in	the	wake	of	1989.	Tearing	down	of	old	monuments,	constructing	new	ones,	naming	and	re-naming	of	towns,	streets	and	institutions,	adapting	of	language	or	changes	in	script	–	each	and	every	one	of	these	strategies	proposes	not	only	to	create	new	memories	but	to	erase	the	inconvenient	ones,	shushing	the	voices	that	fall	outside	of	new	political	narratives.	Each	proposes	to	start	afresh,	sketching	a	new	collective	identity	for	the	nation.	This	‘remaking	of	history’	is	also	evident	in	post-communist	discourse,	with	the	aim	of	rewriting	national	histories	from	the	time	before	communism.43	Across	Eastern	Europe	a	realisation	began	to	surface	that	history	was	but	one	version	of	the	past	and	so	common	cultural	heritage	started	to	become	key	in	the	formation	of	a	collective	national	identity.	This	is	by	no	means	a	new	phenomenon;	it	can	be	observed	the	world	over	following	changes	in	dominant	power	structures;	if	anything,	similar	strategies	were	employed	by	the	communists	themselves.		Collective	memories	–	as	well	as	what	Glenn	Bowman	terms	‘imagined	enemy’	–	are	a	valuable	tool	in	bringing	and	keeping	together	minorities	or	groups	with	conflicting	agendas.44	Yugoslavia	was	once	a	prime	example	of	such	a	strategy	of	‘imagined	enemy’,	having	but	a	limited	access	to	collective	memories	outside	of	its	Slavic	heritage	and	centuries	of	Ottoman	and	Austro-Hungarian	domination.	In	a	unique	geopolitical	position	between	the	East	and	West,	thanks	to	its	leader	Marshall	Tito	who	effectively	parted	with	Stalinist	Soviet	Union	as	early	as	1948,	it	existed	in	a	gray	area	of	
																																																																										
41	Marazzi,	p.285.	Writing	about	the	Venice	Biennale,	Antonio	Marazzi,	professor	of	cultural	anthropology	at	the	
University	of	Padua,	Italy,	discusses	the	seemingly	inescapable	dominance	of	West	over	the	‘Other’.	Slovenian	
curator	Igor	Zabel	also	writes	about	such	issues.	See	Zabel	1999	and	2002.	
42	In	an	article	on	the	phenomenon	of	‘Yugonostalgia’,	Milica	Popović	frequently	refers	to	the	work	of	Benedict	
Anderson	and	Svetlana	Boym.	www.zarez.hr/clanci/bivsa-jugoslavija-u-ocima-posljednjih-pionira	(Accessed:	25	
November	2013)	
43	Pejić,	2002.	p.332.	
44	Bowman,	1994b	and	2007.		
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communism,	ideologically	and	geographically	neither	in	the	West	nor	behind	the	Iron	Curtain.	Often	still	included	into	the	Eastern	European	paradigm,	Yugoslavia	practiced	a	more	moderate	form	of	socialism,	taking	an	active	role	in	the	Non-Aligned	movement	and	enjoying	openness	to	the	West	unlike	any	of	its	other	Eastern	European	neighbours,	distancing	itself	from	both	Soviet	socialism	and	Western	capitalist	ideology.45	Similarly,	Yugoslav	artists	enjoyed	freedom	of	expression	unlike	elsewhere	in	Eastern	Europe;	they	engaged	with	modernism,	circumnavigating	social	realism,	Sots	art	and	sanctioning,	in	what	some	have	termed	‘socialist	modernism’.46		In	the	case	of	Yugoslavia,	Tito	enforced	the	idea	of	both	the	Soviet	Union	as	well	as	the	West	being	the	‘imagined	enemy’,	threatening	to	engulf	the	different	Yugoslav	peoples	unless	they	stood	together	united.	Yugoslavs	became	convinced	that	ethnic	nationhood	had	to	be	foregone	in	order	to	survive	and	ensure	wellbeing	through	a	strong	social	system.	Constructing	instead	a	collective	identity	under	the	protective	blanket	of	brotherhood	and	unity,	Tito	managed	to	unite	Slovenes,	Croats,	Muslims,	Serbs,	Macedonians,	Montenegrins	and	Kosovar	Albanians	as	one	nation	that	lasted	for	nearly	fifty	years.	Following	Tito’s	death	in	1980	and	the	subsequent	weakening	of	USSR	dominance	in	the	East,	the	glue	that	held	the	Yugoslav	peoples	together	began	to	lose	its	currency.	With	the	destabilization	of	the	central	government	and	rise	in	nationalist	politics,	the	fall	of	Yugoslavia	led	to	four	civil	wars	being	fought	across	its	former	territories;	the	first	in	Slovenia	in	1991	and	the	last	one	in	Kosovo	in	1999.			
Re-telling	Yugoslavia	I	have	chosen	not	to	start	this	thesis	by	detailing	the	complex	history	of	Yugoslavia	and	its	social,	political,	ethnic	or	nationalist	particularities,	especially	in	the	post-1989	period.	The	aim	of	such	an	approach	would	be	a	very	reasonable	desire	to	sketch	a	background	for	understanding	the	current	post-Yugoslav	situation	and	thus	the	artworks	that	emerge	from	it.	Many	writers,	critics	and	art	historians	have	already	taken	that	route,	mapping	the	correlations	between	political	and	economic	shifts	on	cultural	production	in	Eastern	Europe	or	attempting	to	reconstruct	an	art	historical	overview	of	the	region.47	Similarly,	it	would	be	difficult	to	create	such	a	background	without	
																																																																										
45	Often	referred	to	as	the	‘third	way’;	the	Yugoslav	mode	of	self-management	went	beyond	capitalism	and	state	
socialism.	It	enabled	Yugoslavs	to,	for	example,	travel	freely	requiring	no	visas	even	for	entry	to	the	US.	See	Pejić	
2002,	p.334	and	Bilefsky,	Dan	http://www.nytimes.com/2008/01/30/world/europe/30yugo.html?_r=0	
(Accessed:	4	January	2016)	
46	Erjavec,	p.67	
47	For	e.g.	East	Art	Map	(2006)	project	by	the	Slovenian	collective	IRWIN,	Who	if	Not	we…	?	(2004)	edited	by	
Maria	Hlavajova	and	Jill	Winder,	Primary	Documents	(2002)	edited	by	Laura	Hoptman	and	Tomas	Pospiszyl,	
Contemporary	Art	in	Eastern	Europe	(2010)	edited	by	Nikos	Kotsopoulos.		
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considering	the	notions	of	Balkans,	Eastern	Europe	and	the	Other,	something	I	feel	–	as	relevant	and	important	as	it	is	–	has	already	been	extensively	addressed	by	Maria	Todorova,	Piotr	Piotrowsky	and	others.48		Prior	to	writing	I	delved	into	a	large	number	of	texts	dealing	with	the	particular	geopolitical	and	discursive	area	that	is	Eastern	Europe	and	especially	former	and	post	Yugoslavia	–	inasmuch	as	I	could	find	them	–	and	which,	for	the	most	part,	do	not	slot	in	seamlessly	with	the	mainstream	art	theory.	Most	of	those	texts	were	written	by	scholars	with	links	to	Eastern	Europe,	either	living	in	or	descending	from	the	region	–	Svetlana	Milevska,	Bojana	Pejić,	Piotr	Piotrowsky,	Maria	Todorova,	Igor	Zabel,	Maria	Hlavajova,	to	name	but	a	few	of	the	more	recognizable	names.	Despite	that,	most	texts	reveal	what	appears	to	be	an	accepted	Western	bias,	addressing	an	audience	beyond	the	locality,	in	terms	defined	by	Western	norms	of	(art)	theory	and	history.	There	is	an	underlying	sense	of	justification	–	the	validating	of	either	art	practice	or	theory	–	and	an	inclusionist	tendency,	a	need	to	explain	and	make	available	what	has	been	omitted	from	mainstream	practice.	By	first	introducing	my	reader	to	(post)	Yugoslavia	and	its	modern	day	particularities,	I	feel	I	would	unnecessarily	repeat	what	can	already	be	widely	read	in	many	(online)	publications;	but	more	significantly,	I	feel	that	such	an	approach	would	only	place	emphasis	on	the	geopolitical	context	these	artworks	emerge	from,	without	questioning	that	context		-	and	their	inevitable	consignment	to	it	–	as	such.	I	will	return	to	this	issue	of	context	in	more	depth	in	the	next	chapter.		This	thesis	is	instead	going	to	attempt	to	take	the	opposite	route	and	investigate	how	the	selected	artworks	offer	a	window	into	the	complexities	of	the	post	Yugoslav	condition	as	articulated	through	different	positions	and	experiences	of	the	artists	that	created	them.	I	will	argue	that	the	possession	of	a	voice	–	one	that	not	only	speaks	but	is	also	heard	–	reveals	a	number	of	different	post	Yugoslav	identities	corresponding	to	the	different	experiences	it	speaks	from.	I	am	interested	in	the	problematic	that	may	be	conveyed	by	these	works	and	the	dialogue	that	they	open	up:	to	what	extent	is	post-Yugoslav	art,	in	the	context	of	national	representation	on	an	international	stage,	able	to	underscore	a	particular	identity?	How	does	it	position	itself	and	speak	–	for	itself,	for	its	makers,	for	its	country?	And	ultimately,	how	does	a	particular	context	from	which	these	works	emerge,	and	its	re-telling,	affect	their	presentation	and	reception?				
																																																																										
48	See	for	example	Todorova,	Imagining	the	Balkans	(1997)	and	Piotrowski,	How	to	write	a	History	of…	(2009)	
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On	Framing	or	Looking	Anew	
	
Interpretation makes art manageable, comfortable. 
Susan Sontag, Against Interpretation 
 	In	their	introduction	to	Primary	Documents	–	a	book	sourcing	material	on	Central	and	Eastern	European	art	from	the	1950’s	until	the	end	of	the	1990’s	-	Laura	Hoptman	and	Tomas	Pospiszyl	argue	how	the	recent	increase	in	accessibility	to	art	from	Eastern	Europe	in	the	West	-	among	others	through	international	exhibitions	-	necessitates	the	provision	of	context	“for	what	we	see	for	the	first	time”.49	Artist	Ilya	Kabakov,	in	the	foreword	to	the	same	book,	agrees	the	texts	are	invaluable	in	understanding	the	process	of	art	making	in	Eastern	Europe	but	adds	that	knowledge	of	context	is	essential	to	the	understanding	of	the	texts	themselves.	Kabakov	addresses	the	English-speaking	reader	and	warns	of	how	they	might	encounter	an	‘outside’	perspective	in	these	texts.	Not	surprising	since,	to	the	English	speaking	reader,	the	Eastern	European	problematic	is	nearly	always	foreign	and	on	the	outside	(the	inevitable	‘Other’).50		This	offer	of	contextualizing	the	‘unfamiliar’	Eastern	European	artwork	and	the	texts	dealing	with	it,	is	not	without	its	problems.	Context	can	be	a	valuable	tool	in	the	interpretation	of	artworks;	however	an	artwork	doesn’t	just	have	one	meaning	attached	to	one	context.	Meaning	is	constructed	by	considering	the	work	in	different	contexts,	but	most	importantly	–	as	literary	critic	and	art	historian	Norman	Bryson	points	out	–	context	itself	is	not	a	given;	it	isn’t	something	that	simply	exists	but	something	that	comes	into	existence	through	discursive	practices.	In	addition,	like	Stuart	Hall,	Bryson	highlights	that	the	author	is	inescapably	present	in	the	construction	he	or	she	produces.	In	other	words,	it	is	imperative	to	question	the	certainties	that	context	appears	to	provide	with	regard	to	the	interpretation	of	a	work	of	art	since	context	isn’t	found	but	
produced.	Although	Bryson	–	later	together	with	cultural	theorist	Mieke	Bal	–	focuses	on	the	‘fabricated’	nature	of	context	in	a	semiotic	sense,	I	would	stress	that	any	context	requires	questioning,	especially	the	less	familiar	historical	or	geopolitical	contexts	we	tend	to	more	easily	take	for	granted.	Following	on	this,	I	believe	that	examining	post-Yugoslav	artworks	through	the	lens	of	the	geopolitical	context	frequently	applied	to	‘non-Western’	art,	be	it	in	this	case	Balkan,	Eastern	European,	post-communist,	post-socialist	or	transitionalist	-	consigns	its	interpretation	to	a	limited	rhetoric,	one	
																																																																										
49	Hoptman,	p.11	
50	Primary	Documents	is	one	of	a	number	of	books	published	in	recent	years	that	attempts	to	fill	the	gap	in	
critical	writing	on	art	and	art	history	of	Eastern	Europe.	The	absence	of	a	comprehensive	anthology	of	visual	arts	
in	Eastern	Europe	can	be	attributed	to	many	things	–	its	peripheral	position	for	one,	but	also	the	language	can	be	
a	key	factor.	Many	locally	written	articles	and	monographs	rarely	get	translated	to	English	or	even	any	of	the	
other	Eastern	European	languages,	making	the	work	virtually	inaccessible	to	anyone	outside	the	particular	
country	where	it	was	written.	See:	Milevska,	2007,	p.214	and	Piotrowski,	2009,	p.7	
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delineated	by	preconceived	ideas	of	what	these	terms	are	understood	to	mean,	especially	within	Western	art	historical	writing.	Thus	the	context	that	Kabakov	speaks	of	is	an	especially	important	context	to	be	wary	of,	in	my	opinion.	I	would	agree	with	Bal	and	Bryson	and	say	that	context	–	all	context	–	is	something	that	itself	needs	to	be	interpreted,	not	least	of	all	as	it	acknowledges	the	presence	of	the	art	historian	in	the	construction	presented.		Taking	his	cue	from	literary	theorist	Jonathan	Culler,	Bryson	proposes	that	the	way	forward	in	art	historical	analysis	is	to	treat	context	as	a	frame.51	It	is	this	framing	–	determined	by	the	interpretative	strategies	employed	by	the	viewer/author	–	that	I	am	particularly	interested	in,	especially	in	relation	to	the	post	Yugoslav	discourse.	That	is	also	the	primary	reason	why	I	am	cautious	in	providing	too	much	‘in	advance’	information	when	it	comes	to	the	area	under	discussion;	it	is	why	I	hold	issue	with	the	aforementioned	offer	made	by	Primary	Documents,	which	purports	to	sketch	the	context	that	would	enable	the	viewer	to	‘fully’	understand	artwork	emerging	from	Eastern	Europe.	Culler	points	to	the	crux	of	the	matter:	"...Since	the	phenomena	criticism	deals	with	are	signs	[...]	one	might	try	not	to	think	of	context	but	of	framing	of	signs:	how	are	signs	constituted	(framed)	by	various	discursive	practices,	institutional	arrangements,	systems	of	value,	semiotic	mechanisms?"52	It	is	the	normative	discursive	practices,	institutional	arrangements	and	systems	of	value	that	most	frequently	produce	the	context	for	Eastern	European	artwork,	and	do	so	in	an	overwhelmingly	homogenous	manner,	often	treating	Eastern	Europe,	or	for	that	matter	the	Balkans	(another	geopolitical	denomination	(post)	Yugoslavia	is	frequently	associated	with)	as	a	by-and-large	single,	and	therefore	similar,	entity,	what	Maria	Todorova	refers	to	as	‘the	Other	within’.53	In	addition	to	this,	as	mentioned	earlier,	Yugoslavia	was	never	an	easy	fit	into	the	Eastern	European	dialectic.54	Not	quite	east	enough,	not	quite	communist	enough,	often	uncensoring.	And	so,	post	Yugoslav	artwork	easily	enters	into	a	double	jeopardy	situation	–	frequently	considered	through	a	pre-determined	geopolitical	context	that	it	never	really	fitted	into	it	in	the	first	place.	But	where	does	it	fit?	And	how?	I	would	like	to	propose	that	the	answer	–	if	there	is	one	–	lies	in	the	‘visual	taxonomy’	of	such	artworks;	the	deep	and	considered	visual	analysis	that	might	allow	them	to	speak.55	
																																																																										
51	Bryson,	p.21	
52	Culler,	ix	
53	Todorova,	1997.	p.188	
54	Even	though	I	use	the	term	freely	throughout	this	thesis,	I	am	conscious	of	the	problematic	the	Eastern	
European	label	presents.	Nevertheless,	it	stands	for	something	that	can	be	described	as	universally	understood	–	
an	area	in	Europe	that	falls	outside	the	Western	norm,	a	‘second	world’	territory.	Any	other	attempt	to	rename	it	
or	otherwise	define	it	would	only	respond	to	an	artificial	need	for	political	correctness,	in	much	the	same	way	
that	the	term	‘pro-choice’	does	not	change	the	topic	or	the	views	of	those	on	the	‘contra’	side	of	that	debate.		
55	Lavin,	p.61.	I	elaborate	on	this	notion	in	the	next	chapter,	p.21.	
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Against	Devisualization	In	her	seminal	essay	Against	Interpretation	(1967),	American	writer	and	critic	Susan	Sontag	questions	the	validity	behind	the	interpretative	urge	that	defines	much	of	art	historical	analysis	and	criticism.	Sontag	argues	that	by	seeking	meaning	and	'digging'	for	content	as	it	were,	we	essentially	destroy	a	work	of	art	-	undermining	its	authenticity	by	constructing	newer,	better,	shinier	'outfits'	for	it.56	Sontag	openly	wonders	“what	would	criticism	look	like	that	would	serve	the	work	of	art,	not	usurp	its	place?”57	One	point,	that	Sontag	as	well	as	Bal	and	Bryson	appear	to	agree	on,	is	that	“interpretation	itself	must	be	evaluated”.58	In	other	words,	one	must	examine	the	interpretative	strategies	that	lie	behind	the	construction	of	meaning.	According	to	Bal	and	Bryson,	there	are	(at	least)	two	ways	in	which	we	can	consider	context:	that	of	the	production	of	a	work	of	art,	and	on	the	opposite	side	of	the	spectrum,	the	context	in	which	the	work	is	commented	on	in	art-historical	discourse.	As	said	before,	in	my	view,	the	framing	of	Eastern	European	cultural	production	is	more	often	than	not	delineated	by	its	Eastern	
European-ness	coupled	with	the	dominant	discursive	practices	of	the	West	and	its	institutional	arrangements	and	value	systems.	So,	one	must	ask:	is	there	a	way	out?	A	way,	as	Sontag	suggests,	that	would	serve	the	work	of	art?		While	I	can	sympathise	with	Sontag's	appeal	for	a	less	de(con)structive	investigation	of	meaning,	assuming	a	non-interpretative	stance	or	considering	an	artwork	within	a	fixed	context	would	surely	mean	consigning	it	to	the	domain	of	the	historical	or	the	purely	decorative.59	Is	it	even	possible	to	define	‘an	object'	in	words	without	interpretative	semantics?	Does	Spivak’s	epistemic	violence	invariably	rear	its	ugly	head	with	each	artwork’s	‘attempt	at	speech’?	I	tend	to	agree	with	Bryson	that	the	language	of	the	interpreter	shapes	his	or	her	account	of	the	past	and	that	social	context	cannot	itself	account	for	the	type	of	interpretation	derived	from	its	consideration.	The	conclusions	drawn	from	the	social	context	are	always	imposed	by	the	interpreter’s	own	bias	–	something	that	Stuart	Hall	is	acutely	aware	of	and	what	has	also	been	pointed	out	by	Edward	Said	in	his	writing	on	Orientalism.	The	historical	context	in	which	the	works	were	produced	takes	second	place	to	the	cultural	context	of	the	interpreter’s	own	time.	The	two	are	rarely	the	same,	especially	in	the	case	of	art	emerging	from	‘non-Western’	milieus	and	commented	on	in	international	(Western-dominated)	art	historical	discourse.	Bojana	Pejić	illustrates	this	point	by	claiming	that	both	Easterners	and	Westerners	are	“caught	in	a	trap	in	which	telling	the	same	Truth	is	difficult	if	not	
																																																																										
56	Sontag,	p.6	
57	ibid.	
58	ibid.	
59	Zijlmans,	2007.	p.293	
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impossible”	[sic].60	These	issues	are	compounded	by	what	Irving	Lavin	terms	“fetishization	of	interdisciplinary	approaches”.61	Describing	the	shifting	focus	of	the	discipline	of	art	history	Lavin	laments	“the	visual	taxonomy	of	art	having	become	a	lost	art”;	the	circumstances	under	which	art	is	created	(social,	economic,	political,	psychological)	having	taken	over,	with	value	being	determined	almost	entirely	by	methods	and	terminology	appropriated	from	elsewhere.62	Indirectly,	this	also	questions	Bal	and	Bryson’s	approach,	whether	we	speak	of	context	or	framing,	both	notions	are	grounded	in	literary	theory	and	take	very	little	notice	of	the	visual	aspects	of	an	artwork.	Bryson	acknowledges	this	in	part	when	he	discusses	the	context	of	reception	of	a	work	of	art:		Constrained	by	often	deeply	restrictive	literary	conventions,	leaving	little	room	to	register	the	viewing	response	of	their	authors	in	any	detail,	[the	artworks]	become	expressive	only	when	“enhanced”	by	reading	between	the	lines,	and	between	those	lines,	and	by	carefully	sounding	their	turns	of	phrase,	their	ellipses,	to	determine	what	by	implication	they	may	be	giving	voice	to.63		Lavin	is	not	alone	in	his	criticism	of	such	practice;	mourning	our	lost	ability	to	appreciate	the	sensory	nature	of	art,	Sontag's	essay	famously	concludes	with	the	words:	“In	place	of	a	hermeneutics	we	need	an	erotics	of	art.”64	Lavin	sides	with	Sontag	insofar	as	this	call	for	visual	immediacy	is	concerned,	in	that	he	believes	art	history’s	prerogative	to	be	“the	capacity	to	comprehend	works	of	visual	art	on	sight,	as	it	were.”65	I	aim	to	respond	to	this	in	my	own	search	for	answers	throughout	this	thesis	by	‘reversing	the	view’	–	by	attempting	to	let	the	story	unfold	from	the	work	outwards;	in	itself	also	a	form	of	framing,	of	course.			
On	Humps	and	Other	Growths	As	Primary	Documents	and	similar	publications	indicate,	local	context	appears	to	play	a	pivotal	role	in	the	evaluation	and	reception	of	art	produced	in	Eastern	Europe	and	is	frequently	emphasized,	sometimes	by	the	artists	themselves	but	more	often	by	curators	and	art	historians.	This	is	in	stark	contrast	to	the	art	production	of	the	West.	Such	dichotomy	is	best	described	by	Deimantas	Narkevičius	who	revealed	being	tired	of	
																																																																										
60	Pejić,	1999,	p.18	
61	Lavin,	p.14	
62	ibid.	
63	Bryson,	p.35	
64	Sontag,	p.8	
65	Lavin,	p.14	
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being	‘a	Lithuanian	artist’.	“I	would	like	to	be	just	an	artist”,	lamented	Narkevičius.66	(Specifically	geopolitical)	context	seems	to	be	a	double-edged	sword	by	which	the	art	of	the	East	is	simultaneously	included	and	excluded	from	the	West.67	The	sheer	need	for	an	elucidation	of	such	context	distances	the	artwork	from	the	familiar,	the	canonical,	that	which	automatically	‘belongs’,	while	its	presence	enables	the	work	to	belong	–	to	be	received	and	understood	in	its	full	complexity.	In	her	essay	examining	an	intercultural	perspective	in	art	history,	art	historian	Kitty	Zijlmans	proposes	that	inclusion	and	othering	–	the	acts	of	‘appropriation’	and	‘alienation’	–	are	characteristic	of	the	reception	of	artworks	from	different	cultures	in	the	West.68	While	inclusion	falls	into	the	recent	trend	of	globalisation	and	institutionalisation	of	art,	othering	implies	connecting	art	to	its	cultural	background.	Neither,	Zijlmans	argues	–	and	I	would	agree	–	are	in	themselves	valid	strategies.	They	seem	nevertheless	to	be	unavoidable.	Zijlmans	proposes	that	the	way	forward	is	to	both	include	and	‘other’	art	at	the	same	time.	There	appears	to	be	a	similar	dichotomy	in	the	attitudes	of	the	East	towards	the	West	–	on	the	one	hand	a	desire	for	acceptance;	on	the	other,	a	need	to	posit	itself	as	distinct	and	intrinsically	different	entity.		In	1994,	Ilya	Kabakov	gave	a	speech	at	the	AICA	Congress	in	Stockholm	where	he	pointed	out	how	an	artist	from	the	East	or	from	the	Third	World	is	predestined	to	represent	his	or	her	origins:		Belonging	to	some	‘school’	now	–	be	it	Russian,	or	Mexican,	French	or	Czech	–	is	perceived	as	a	negative	ethnographic	factor	hindering	the	artist	to	a	certain	degree	from	entering	into	the	Western	artistic	community	on	an	equal	footing.	However,	the	artist	who	has	arrived	from	these	places	often	himself	doesn’t	know	about	this	circumstance;	this	hump	on	his	back	appears	only	in	the	new	place	upon	crossing	the	border,	and	as	Boris	Groys	wrote,	like	a	growth	on	his	back,	it	is	visible	to	everyone	except	the	owner	of	that	back.	This	is	precisely	the	same	thing	as	when	a	critic	in	an	offhand	manner	writes:	‘the	young	artist	from	India’,	or	‘the	famous	Mexican	painter’	–	everyone	silently	understands	what	this	epithet	means.69		Twenty	years	later	and	this	analogy	still	largely	holds	true.	However,	the	‘growth	on	the	back’	is	something	that	is,	at	least	in	the	context	of	the	Venice	Biennale,	worn	by	the	artists	themselves	with	perfect	awareness,	if	not	pride.	In	fact,	one	could	argue	that	
																																																																										
66	Pejić,	1999.	p.19	
67	There	are	of	course	endless	‘contexts’,	as	Bryson	himself	points	out	when	he	discusses	the	‘infinite	
extendability	of	context’.	Here,	by	‘context’	I	am	referring	to	the	local	–	national,	ethnic,	political	–	specificities	
that	are	seen	as	critical	to	the	understanding	of	Eastern	Europe	and	its	cultural	production.	
68	Zijlmans	in	Elkins,	p.290	
69	Kabakov	in	Zabel,	2002.	p.359	
	 23	
artists	are	selected	on	the	basis	of	how	prominent	that	hump	is,	and	how	well	it	serves	the	purpose	of	representing	a	particular	country	as	a	different	and	exotic	cultural	entity.70	Writing	about	the	2006	Sydney	Biennial,	art	theorist	Melentie	Pandilowski	comments	on	this	exact	issue:	“The	location	where	contemporary	art	is	created	has	become	one	of	the	key	elements	to	consider	when	curating	a	Biennial,	only	in	reverse	order.	The	‘location	of	the	art	producer’,	which	once	worked	against	the	artists	in	the	second	and	third	world,	has	now	started	to	work	in	their	favor.”71		This	for	me	invokes	images	of	ethnological	museums	and	especially	early	cabinets	of	curiosities	–	the	more	unfamiliar	the	contents,	the	more	exotic	and	thus	the	more	valuable/interesting	they	became.	Perhaps	the	key	attraction	lies	in	what	Boris	Groys	terms	a	“most	obvious	specificity	of	Eastern	European	art”	and	that	is	that,	even	decades	after	the	fall	of	the	Berlin	Wall,	“Eastern	European	art	remains	ideologically	charged	in	a	way	in	which	Western	art	does	not.”72	This	kind	of	thinking	seems	to	be	the	norm.	In	a	popular	survey	of	art	from	the	region,	Contemporary	Art	in	Eastern	Europe,	the	foreword	to	the	book	announces	the	publisher’s	intention	to	move	away	from	stereotypes,	yet	in	their	online	catalogue	those	same	publishers	describe	the	book	as	one	where	“artists	revisit	the	region’s	past	to	envision	a	better	future,	reaching	challenging	conclusions	and	creating	some	of	the	most	powerful	and	inspiring	art	being	produced	today.”73	These	examples	reflect	an	ingrained	tendency,	one	that	begs	the	question	whether	it	is	even	possible	to	evaluate	art	coming	from	Eastern	Europe	without	such	a	discursively	constructed	ideological	lens?	And,	above	all	–	what	would	art	from	Eastern	Europe	say,	if	it	could	speak	for	itself?	It	might	as	well	be	said	at	the	outset,	in	light	of	above-mentioned	comments	on	the	role	of	the	author,	that	my	position	is	by	no	means	a	neutral	one	and	that	any	‘taxonomy’	performed	will	unavoidably	bear	my	signature.	In	that	sense,	Spivak	is	correct	in	saying	that	the	subaltern	cannot	speak,	since	their	speech	is	invariably	mediated	by	others	than	themselves,	either	through	literal	or	figurative	interpretation.	Nevertheless,	Spivak	herself	suggest	that	if	any	progress	is	to	be	made	it	is	not	by	listening	to	or	speaking	for,	but	by	seeking	to	learn	to	speak	to	the	subaltern	subject.74		The	implication	is	that	of	a	dialogue,	a	bi-directional	conversation	that	has	the	potential	to	take	place	on	an	equal	footing	where	both	parties	can	speak	but	also	be	listened	to;	be	
																																																																										
70	Igor	Zabel	argues	that	the	West	has	recently	taken	to	seeing	artists	from	the	East	as	“representatives	of	
different	and	exotic	cultures”	(as	opposed	to	“incompletely	realised	Western	artists”	as	they	used	to	be	seen	
before,	on	account	of	their	development	allegedly	having	been	hindered	by	communism).	Zabel,	2002.	p.359	
71	Pandilowski	in	Van	Walstijn,	p.48	
72	Groys	in	Kotsopoulos.	p.20	
73	Kotsopoulos,	p.7	and	http://blackdogonline.com/art/contemporary-art-in-eastern-europe.html	(Accessed	12	
February	2016)	
74	Spivak,	p.295	
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heard.	In	the	case	of	the	post	Yugoslav	subaltern,	that	might	happen	by	learning	to	critique	the	dominant	post-socialist	discourse,	by	deconstructing	the	relationship	between	the	West	and	its	subaltern,	rather	than	simply	re-inscribing	their	subaltern	status.75	The	next	three	chapters	will	consider	the	individual	case	studies	in	detail	and	offer	up	a	space	for	further	reading	and	positioning	of	what	I	refer	to	as	‘a	post	Yugoslav	condition’.	The	final	chapter	will	attempt	to	weave	together	the	insights	gained	from	the	case	studies	and	provide	an	evaluation.		
	 	
																																																																										
75	Piotr	Piotrowski	argues	a	similar	point	to	Spivak	by	saying	that	we	should	avoid	“the	strategies	of	inscribing	the	
artistic	culture	of	Eastern	Europe	in	the	Western	canon.”	Piotrowski,	p.6	
	 25	
II.	FROM	EUROPE	WITH	LOVE	 	 	 	 	 (SLOVENIA)	
	
Once something becomes a commodity, it ceases to be a criticism. 
(anon.) 	As	part	of	her	installation	in	the	Slovenia	pavilion,	Jasmina	Ćibić	showed	two	films.	The	first,	Fruits	of	Our	Land	is	what	the	visitors	saw	on	the	ground	floor	of	the	pavilion.76	At	first	glance,	it	appeared	to	be	a	documentary	but	it	is	in	fact	a	reconstruction	of	an	actual	parliamentary	debate	that	took	place	in	1957	(in	what	was	then	the	Socialist	Federative	Republic	of	Yugoslavia	or	SFRY).	The	story	goes	that	Ćibić	found	the	transcript	of	the	debate	abandoned	in	a	garage,	inside	a	shopping	trolley	filled	with	the	archives	of	the	former	Yugoslav	state	architect,	Vinko	Glanz.	As	far	as	Ćibić	was	able	to	discover,	the	transcript	was	not	recorded	in	any	official	state	archives,	which	makes	the	film	all	the	more	intriguing.	It	reenacts	word-for-word	a	parliamentary	committee	discussion	of	the	‘appropriateness’	of	specific	artworks	proposed	to	decorate	the	People’s	Assembly.	“It	cannot	be	experienced	as	purely	a	historical	reconstruction,	since	it	could	easily	–	and	eerily	–	be	mistaken	for	a	current	debate	around	cultural	selection	processes.	[…]	The	film	is	presented	in	a	continuous	loop,	so	it	appears	to	be	a	neverending	[sic]	meeting	of	committee	members	carrying	on	a	discussion	that	never	resolves	itself.”77	It	could	indeed	easily	be	dealing	with	a	debate	regarding	the	selection	process	of	artists	for	the	Venice	Biennale	even	today	–	a	process	that	each	country	is	individually	responsible	for.	Without	a	great	stretch	of	the	imagination,	one	can	envisage	a	similar	debate	having	taken	place	in	Yugoslavia	circa	1996	when	Marina	Abramović’s	and	Vojo	Stanić’s	representations	for	the	47th	Venice	Biennale	were	being	decided	on.	Ćibić	herself	is	acutely	aware	of	the	precarious	nature	of	the	Biennale’s	selection	process.	In	a	feature	for	The	Independent	(online),	she	revealed	being	told	only	three	months	ahead	of	the	opening	of	the	55th	Biennale	that	that	she	was	the	solo	artist	representing	Slovenia.78	According	to	the	55th	edition’s	curator,	Massimiliano	Gioni,	a	"healthy	country"	assigns	its	pavilion	two	years	ahead.79		 It	would	be	unfair	to	say	that	Ćibić’s	artwork	for	the	Biennale	was	purely	a	response	to	this	impromptu	selection	but	it	did	serve	to	further	her	existing	
																																																																										
76	Ćibić	takes	the	title	of	her	film	The	Fruits	of	Our	Land	from	the	title	of	an	artwork	that	Gabrijel	Stupica,	highly	
respected	Slovenian	painter	of	the	time,	was	intending	to	make	for	the	newly	erected	parliament	building.	After	
the	session	of	the	Commission	for	the	Review	of	Artistic	and	Sculptural	Works,	however,	a	resolution	was	passed	
to	reject	Stupica’s	artwork.	http://jasminacibic.org/projects/for-our-economy-and-culture/#tab-longtext	
(Accessed:	12	April	2016)	
77	Beesley,	Ruby.	http://www.aestheticamagazine.com/jasmina-cibic/	(Accessed:	4	February	2016)	
78	http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/in-the-studio-jasmina-cibic-artist-
8578881.html	(Accessed:	10	November	2013)	
79	http://artreview.com/previews/25_venice_jasmina_cibic/	(Accessed:	25	October	2015)	
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investigation	into	representation,	iconography	and	national	identification.	The	work	presented	at	the	Biennale,	entitled	For	Our	Economy	and	Culture,	appears	to	be	a	culmination	of	these	long-standing	interests.	It	was	shown	at	a	modest	and	unprepossessing	once-private	residence,	at	the	time	serving	as	a	gallery	and	a	recurring	home	of	the	Slovenia	pavilion,	in	one	of	those	offshoot	locations	on	a	typically	narrow	Venetian	street,	not	far	from	the	Montenegro	and	Bosnia	pavilions.80	Spread	over	two	floors,	Ćibić’s	presentation	could	best	be	described	as	a	gesamtkunstwerk	–	an	immersive	multi-media	installation	literally	appropriating	the	entire	gallery.	Drawing	from	earlier	work,	Ćibić	covered	every	available	surface	of	the	Slovenian	pavilion	with	images	of	a	rare	endemic	Slovene	beetle;	a	blind	cave	species	under	threat	of	extinction	on	account	of	its	ideologically	charged	name:	‘Anophthalmus	hitleri.’	The	beetle	was	discovered	in	1933	and	later	named	by	a	German	amateur	entomologist	Oscar	Scheibel	in	honour	of	Adolf	Hitler	who	had	become	the	Chancellor	of	Germany	that	same	year.	It	might	not	have	faced	the	endangerment	that	it	does	today	–	collectors	of	Nazi	memorabilia	will	pay	up	to	$2000	for	a	specimen,	making	poaching	of	the	rare	species	highly	attractive	and	theft	of	its	samples	from	museums	commonplace	–	had	Hitler	himself	not	written	a	letter	to	Scheibel	expressing	his	gratitude	for	this	unusual	honour.81	Situation	Anophthalmus	hitleri	was	a	project	devised	by	Ćibić	in	2012,	investigating	the	invention	and	perpetuation	of	national	icons	and	myths.	The	beetle	serves	as	a	reminder	of	an	inerasable	ideological	moment;	despite	several	proposals	after	World	War	II	to	rename	the	Anophthalmus	hitleri,	its	name,	literally	translated	‘Hitler’s	eyeless	one’,	remains.82									For	Situation	Anophthalmus	hitleri	Ćibić	asked	over	forty	internationally	established	entomologists	and	scientific	illustrators	to	create	illustrations	of	the	beetle	(fig.	5),	
																																																																										
80	Since	2014,	Slovenian	artists	have	been	showing	at	the	Arsenale.	http://www.culture.si/en/Depot:A_plus_A	
(Accessed:	14	April	2016)	
81	http://rosegeorge.com/site/a-beetle-called-hitler	(Accessed:	14	April	2016)	
82	The	International	Commission	on	Zoological	Nomenclature	rejected	the	proposals	for	a	name	change	on	the	
grounds	that,	in	order	to	keep	the	consistency	in	scientific	sources,	Latin	designations	of	species	cannot	be	
changed	once	a	name	has	been	registered,	unless	the	name	had	violated	the	established	rules	back	when	it	was	
initially	registered.	Source:	http://www.strangeanimals.info/2014/09/hitlers-beetle-anophthalmus-hitleri.html	
(Accessed:	14	April	2016)	
Fig	5.	Jasmina	Ćibić.	Situation	Anophthalmus	hitleri,	2012.	
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basing	their	drawings	solely	on	their	experience	in	the	field	of	entomology	and	their	interpretation	of	the	beetle’s	Latin	name,	without	referring	to	the	actual	specimen	itself.83	For	the	Venice	Biennale,	these	illustrations	were	multiplied	and	printed	in	a	dense	black	and	white	pattern	onto	wallpaper	used	to	cover	the	interior	of	the	Slovenian	pavilion.	The	effect	on	the	visitor	was	quite	overwhelming	–	walls,	curtains	and	crevices	on	two	floors,	all	dotted	with	highly	detailed	illustrations	of	beetles	(fig.	6).			
According	to	Suzana	Milevska,	writing	for	the	2013	Catalogue	of	the	Slovenian	pavilion,	this	act	served	to	“stress	the	problematic	notion	of	exhibiting”.84	Milevska	draws	parallels	between	the	rare	endemic	‘animal’	and	the	artist	as	nation-representative,	both	exemplifying	its	genus,	i.e.	nationhood.	The	metaphor	appears	especially	relevant	in	the	context	of	the	Venice	Biennale	where	an	isolated	national	artistic	‘sample’	is	exhibited	within	a	traditional	exhibition	model	of	national	selection	and	representation	and	where	
																																																																										
83	http://jasminacibic.org/projects/situation-anophthalamus-hitleri/	(Accessed:	23	November	2015)	
84	http://slovenianpavilion.net/en/	(Accessed:	12	April	2016)	
Fig	6.	Jasmina	Ćibić.	For	Our	Economy	and	Culture.	Installation	view	and	pattern	
detail.	Venice	Biennale,	2013.	
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it	becomes	a	synecdoche	for	national	identification.	If	Milevska	is	correct,	Ćibić	may	have	more	reasons	for	using	that	particular	beetle.	Born	in	Ljubljana,	Slovenia	in	1979,	Ćibić	studied	first	in	Venice	and	later	moved	to	Goldsmiths	in	London	where	she	was	encouraged,	or	as	she	describes	it	herself,	“ordered”,	into	embracing	her	“otherness”.85	Although	not	easily	discernible,	her	“otherness”	appears	two-fold	–	not	only	an	outsider	in	the	West	where	she	pursued	her	studies,	Ćibić	was	likely	to	also	have	been	considered	an	outsider	in	Slovenia	on	account	of	her	non-native	Slovenian	origins.	Her	name	indicates	Bosnian	roots86	and	reminds	of	a	not-too-distant	period	in	Slovenian	history	when	in	1992,	following	Slovenia’s	independence,	over	18.000	permanent,	non-native	Slovenian	residents	were	erased	from	Slovenia’s	official	population	registers,	effectively	stripping	them	of	all	social,	civil	and	political	rights.87	The	‘erased’	were	once	citizens	of	the	SFRY	who	had	migrated	to	Slovenia	in	the	1960’s,	70’s	and	80’s	in	search	of	better	economic	circumstances	but	who	did	not	expressly	apply	for	citizenship	of	the	new	state	as	required	by	its	new	legislation.	Having	no	opportunity	for	appeal,	many	migrated	to	Italy,	Germany	and	other	European	countries.88	It	is	hard	to	imagine	that	Ćibić	was	unaffected	by	those	events,	not	in	the	least	as	they	represented	a	culmination	of	mounting	negative	attitudes	towards	non-Slovenes	reflected	in	frequent	discrimination	throughout	their	public	and	private	lives.89		Just	as	Anophthalmus	hitleri’s	problematic	status	is	demarcated	by	what	we	now	consider	to	be	an	ideologically	charged	name,	it	also	unveils	a	fluctuating	favourability	of	national	icons,	often	based	on	no	more	than	the	combination	of	a	name	and	popular	politics	of	any	one	time.	It	could	be	argued	that,	in	Ćibić’s	case,	her	name	serves	to	perpetually	tie	her	to	an	exotic	“otherness”	–	a	parallel	that	I	believe	she	is	keenly	aware	of	when	using	the	hitleri,	not	just	as	a	stand-in	for	the	generic	artist	as	nation-representative	but	specifically	as	a	stand-in	for	someone	like	herself,	a	perpetual	outsider	who	fulfills	a	particular	function	in	particular	circumstances.	In	the	context	of	the	Biennale	the	beetle	performs	several	connecting	operations.	Its	status	as	a	rare	curiosity	mirrors	the	status	of	‘non-Western’	artists	in	a	Western	exhibition	setting;	what	Igor	Zabel	refers	to	as	‘representatives	of	exoticism’.90	Using	illustrations	of	the	beetle	produced	by	entomologists	and	scientific	illustrators	who	had	not	actually	seen	
																																																																										
85	http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/in-the-studio-jasmina-cibic-artist-
8578881.html	(Accessed:	10	November	2013)	
86	Almost	no	detailed	information	is	available	on	Jasmina	Ćibić’s	biography.	I	base	my	assertion	on	knowledge	of	
former	Yugoslav	names	and	particularly	surnames	which	serve	as	indicators	of	nationality	and/or	ethnicity.	
87	http://www.mnz.gov.si/en/services/the_erased/	(Accessed:	14	April	2016)	
88	Only	in	1999	did	the	Slovenian	Constitutional	Court	first	overturn	the	decision.	Cases	were	heard	at	the	
European	Court	for	Human	Rights	as	recently	as	2012.	http://www.mnz.gov.si/en/services/the_erased/	
(Accessed:	14	April	2016)	
89	Petrović,	p.100	
90	Zabel,	2002.	p.359	
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the	animal	itself	but	drew	it	from	their	imaginations	and	based	on	experience	with	its	genus	name,	Ćibić	explores	variations	of	the	role	of	epistemic	violence	as	referred	to	by	Spivak;	the	established	discourses	of	knowledge	that	make	the	‘ulterior’	both	visible	and	obliterate	it	at	the	same	time.	The	beetle’s	coming	into	view	through	the	mediation	of	an	illustrator	who	has	no	first-hand	knowledge	of	it	serves	to	make	the	subject	visible	and,	simultaneously,	obfuscate	its	authentic	appearance;	for	all	intents	and	purposes,	the	subject’s	representation	becomes	the	subject.	The	same	action	exemplifies	Stuart	Hall’s	idea	that	representation	can	take	multiple	forms	depending	on	who	selects,	i.e.	authors	it,	and	that	it	is	never	by	definition	fixed	or	true.91	Lastly,	the	pattern	created	by	multiplying	the	beetle’s	manifold	image	over	and	over	again	until	the	exhibition	space	is	literally	over-saturated	with	it,	serves	to	highlight	its	performative	function.	Reduced	to	no	more	than	decoration,	the	iconographic	element’s	‘true’	meaning	is	subsumed	through	unbridled	visual	consumption.		The	decorative	function	is	further	problematised	through	the	inclusion	of	a	number	of	still	life	paintings	into	the	total	artwork	of	the	Slovenia	pavilion,	effectively	contributing	to	turning	the	pavilion	itself	into	a	space	of	state	representation,	re-affirming	its	function	at	the	Venice	Biennale.	The	still	life	paintings	of	flowers	are	all	drawn	directly	from	Slovenian	National	Assembly’s	official	art	collection	and	were	selected	personally	by	Ćibić.		The	paintings	usually	serve	as	a	‘neutral’	backdrop	to	the	workspaces	of	parliamentary	administration.	Re-appropriated	by	the	artist	they	highlight	their	own	iconographic	value	–	engaging	the	viewer’s	preconceptions	of	the	decorative	and	non-confrontational	nature	of	the	floral	still-life,	they	raise	questions	about	the	mechanisms	behind	the	choice	of	such	images	and	their	function	and	meaning	in	a	political	as	well	as	public	setting.	In	essence,	what	is	suggested	is	that	any	artwork	can	acquire	ideological	connotations	depending	on	its	framing,	and	that	the	appropriateness	of	an	artwork	to	the	ideological	function	is	very	much	dependent	on	the	values	the	(new)	state	wishes	to	propagate.	With	this	backdrop,	Ćibić	succeeds	in	creating	a	setting	for	a	convincing	narrative	into	creation	and	perpetuation	of	national	icons	and	identities.	Architecture,	and	specifically	the	intervention	with	the	material	space,	plays	an	important	role	in	the	work.	The	interior	of	the	Slovenian	pavilion	is	appropriated	for	the	purpose	of	the	story,	one	that	is	told	through	several	different	outlets,	mimicking	state	ideological	apparatuses	and	their	synthesis	of	ideas	and	material	forms	such	as	those	found	in	the	‘private’	domains	of	education,	religion	or	family.	Unlike	the	backdrop,	the	two	films	shown	are	more	obvious	in	their	preoccupation.	In	addition	to	the	first	film,	Fruits	of	Our	
																																																																										
91	Hall,	1990.	p.222	
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Land,	Ćibić	also	showed	another,	Framing	the	Space,	a	dramatised	conversation	between	a	foreign	journalist	and	Tito’s	state	architect	Vinko	Glanz,	filmed	at	Tito’s	former	residence	Villa	Bled.	The	location	itself	effectively	summarises	Ćibić’s	interests	–	originally	an	Austro-Hungarian	castle,	it	in	turn	served	the	King	of	Yugoslavia,	Nazi	Jugend	and	Tito,	undergoing	frequent	redesigns	to	fit	the	national	and	political	specificities	of	the	time,	finally	ending	up	as	a	luxury	boutique	hotel	whose	selling	point	is	its	preserved	socialist	style.	The	film’s	dialogue	frequently	returns	to	notions	of	function	and	framing,	emphasising	architectural	and	ideological	complicity.	The	total	experience	of	the	Slovenia	pavilion	is	a	result	of	this	mobilization	of	varying	elements	that	highlights	each	individual	strategy,	and	in	its	totality	creates	an	unsettling	effect	through	merciless	multiplication.	The	certainty	provided	by	individual	elements	–	the	continuous	branding	through	different	strategies,	as	it	were	–	problematises	the	issue	of	their	use	as	a	whole.	Through	these	strategies	Ćibić	reveals	a	crucial	aspect	of	her	own	function	in	Venice,	that	of	a	cog	in	the	wheel	that	is	the	Biennale.	She	sees	her	work	as	utilized	in	a	very	specific	way	and	in	a	very	defined	role,	one	not	in	the	least	determined	by	herself.92	Ćibić	believes	that	participation	is	the	default	by	which	one	automatically	becomes	part	of	the	mechanism,	rendering	the	work	inherently	institutionalised.93	An	additional	facet	to	the	Anophthalmus	hitleri’s	is	revealed	–	commanding	considerable	value	for	what	is	in	essence	a	very	plain	beetle	of	less	than	half	a	centimetre	in	size,	its	name	is	what	gives	rise	to	its	commodification,	reinventing	it	as	an	object	of	ideologically	charged	conspicuous	consumption.	One	is	reminded	of	Boris	Groys’	claim	of	Eastern	European	art’s	force	being	its	ideological	specificity.	Addressed	head	on	by	Ćibić,	these	concerns	demand	to	be	actively	acknowledged	and	serve	to	subvert	the	very	mechanisms	they	have	been	called	on	to	represent.	Can	this	be	said	to	be	a	reading	of	Slovenia	itself,	and	especially	Slovenia’s	own	position	in	the	West?	The	first	post	Yugoslav	country	to	enter	the	EU,	it	speaks	from	an	outside	position	on	both	fronts	–	neither	Eastern	nor	Western,	it	occupies	a	geopolitical	specificity	that	has	the	capacity	to	be	ideologically	re-branded,	and	indeed,	begs	to	be	so.94		By	questioning	the	dominant	forces	of	reception,	Ćibić’s	work	ultimately	exposes	wider	issues	of	acceptance,	inclusion	and	othering.	What	Ćibić	succeeds	in	doing,	in	my	opinion,	is	to	confront	the	viewer	with	a	construction	that	subtly	reveals	its	own	constructs.	By	framing	the	frame,	as	it	were,	she	reveals	the	act	of	framing	to	be	a	
																																																																										
92	Beesley,	Ruby.	http://www.aestheticamagazine.com/jasmina-cibic/	(Accessed:	4	February	2016)	
93	ibid.	
94	Slovenia	joined	the	EU	in	May	2004,	nearly	10	years	ahead	of	Croatia	which,	upon	joining	in	June	2013,	became	
the	only	other	EU	member	among	the	post	Yugoslav	states.	
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conscious	one,	challenging	the	viewer’s	passive	receivership,	echoing	Bryson’s	seminal	1992	essay.	In	isolating	particular	elements	and	(re)presenting	them	to	her	audience,	the	factuality	of	what	is	being	shown	is	brought	into	question,	revealing	itself	to	be	no	more	real	than	anything	else.			
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III.	EPITAPH	FOR	A	NATION		 	 	 	 	 (BOSNIA	AND	HERZEGOVINA)		The	pavilion	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	is	up	the	stairs	of	a	building	that,	like	many	other	private	residences	in	Venice,	has	seen	better	days.	The	pavilion’s	visitors	are	welcomed	by	a	tall	granite	slab	engraved	with	the	artists’	friends’	responses	to	the	question	of	what	they	would	like	to	see	at	the	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	pavilion	in	Venice.	The	question	hints	at	a	democratic	process	and	public	participation	that	is	quickly	dispelled	once	one	starts	to	read	the	texts.	A	number	of	responses	reveal	how	far	removed	Venice	is	for	the	ordinary	people	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina.	Some	wish	only	for	a	nice	dinner	and	a	beer,	or	even	just	to	be	able	to	visit	Venice,	never	mind	the	art	or	the	Biennale.	Yet	others	see	Venice	as	a	platform	where	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	can	(re)present	itself,	this	time	without	references	to	war,	politics	or	ethnicity,	perhaps	through	something	like	“the	beautiful	landscapes	of	Bosnia”.95	Others	yet	would	like	to	see	the	complexity	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	reflected	in	the	work.	During	the	opening	of	the	Biennale,	the	work	was	part	of	a	performance	that	had	the	artist	standing	with	his	back	to	the	wall,	holding	the	heavy	granite	slab	in	his	hands	while	it	obscured	his	torso	and	face	(fig.	7).	In	the	course	of	the	performance,	the	burden	of	the	artists’	representation	becomes	an	unbearable	physical	weight,	the	wishes	and	desires	placed	upon	him	form	a	divide	and	serve	to	obscure	him	from	the	audience,	he	is	but	a	bearer	of	others’	messages.		 With	this	piece,	entitled	The	Pressure	of	Wishes	(2013),	the	artist	Mladen	Miljanović	guides	visitors	into	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina’s	first	participation	at	the	Venice	Biennale	since	2003,	overtly	revealing	the	pressures,	extremes	and	complexities	that	lie	behind	its	current	selection	and	participation.96	Entitled	The	Garden	of	
Delights	(2013),	Miljanović’s	presentation	for	the	Venice	Biennale	is	a	multi-layered	installation	consisting	of		
																																																																										
95	Detail	from	Mladen	Miljanović’s	installation	at	the	55th	Venice	Biennale,	The	Pressure	of	Wishes,	text	
engraving	on	granite	slab,	2013.	
96	Mladen	Miljanović’s	presentation	was	selected	and	sponsored	by	Republika	Srpska	–	one	of	the	two	distinct	
entities,	ten	cantons	and	a	district	that	comprise	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	as	a	result	of	the	1995	Dayton	Peace	
Accords.	The	two	entities	(Republika	Srpska	and	the	Federation	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina)	are	constitutionally	
and	legally	separate	and	highly	autonomous	parts	of	the	state	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina.	Republika	Srpska	is	
made	up	of	largely	Serb	population	while	the	the	latter	is	a	decentralized	federation	of	Croats	and	Muslims	
(Bosniaks).	Each	entity	has	its	own	legislature	and	president.	For	years,	political	disagreements	prevented	Bosnia	
and	Herzegovina	in	selecting	a	representation	for	the	Biennale.	
Fig	7.	Mladen	Miljanović.	The		Pressure	of	Wishes.	Text	engraving	on	
granite.	Performance	view	at	55th	Venice	Biennale,	2013.	
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several	granite	pieces	and	a	video	work.	The	name	refers	to	the	centerpiece	of	the	exhibition	–	a	triptych	modeled	on	Hieronymus	Bosch’s	Garden	Of	Earthly	Delights	(c.	1480-1505).	Executed	on	black	granite	following	Bosch’s	composition	and	copying	its	original	features,	Miljanović	inserts	into	the	landscape	a	myriad	of	figures	and	elements,	drawing	on	what	could	be	described	as	‘typical’	Bosnian	iconography	(fig.	8).	We	see	a	man	playing	an	accordion,	a	soldier	in	a	camouflage	uniform,	a	white	Mercedes,	a	herd	of	sheep,	fighter	planes,	hunters	and	farmers,	all	vying	for	attention.	Facing	towards	the	viewer,	the	figures	–	as	the	entire	triptych	–	are	engraved	using	a	technique	frequently	found	on	tombstones	across	former	Yugoslavia.	Usually	commissioned	by	the	deceased’s	family,	they	serve	as	a	memento	of	the	deceased’s	hopes,	dreams	or	destinies.	Engraving	images	on	granite	tombstones	is	a	tradition	Miljanović	apprenticed	in	before	embarking	on	a	career	as	an	artist.	The	work	uses	motifs	the	artist	sourced	himself	from	existing	tombstones	across	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	drawing	on	a	rich	pool	of	desire	for	self-representation	and	memory	preservation.	There	is	a	sense	of	an	encyclopedic	quality	to	the	work;	the	lives	of	Bosnians	catalogued	together,	reminiscent	of	a	pictorial	graveyard,	an	afterlife	in	images.97			
	
Fig	8.	Mladen	Miljanović.	The	Garden	of	Delights.	Metal	and	engraving	on	granite.	Installation	at	55th	Venice	
Biennale,	2013.	
																																																																										
97	I	will	frequently	use	the	common	informal	denomination	‘Bosnia’	to	refer	to	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	and	the	
term	‘Bosnians’	for	its	population.	It	should	not	be	confused	with	‘Bosniaks’,	a	term	denoting	Bosnian	Muslims;	
the	largest	of	Bosnia’s	three	constituent	peoples,	i.e	ethnic	groups	(Serbs	and	Croats	being	the	other	two).		
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Borrowing	from	Bosch	adds	the	unmistakable	air	of	controversy	and	peculiarity	to	the	scene.	Famous	for	the	many	attempts	at	its	interpretation,	the	meaning	behind	Bosch’s	Garden	of	Earthly	Delights	remains	contentious	and	elusive;	as	such	it	functions	as	the	perfect	backdrop	in	portraying	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina’s	uncertainties.98	It	is	tempting	to	interpret	Miljanović’s	work	as	a	metaphorical	headstone	for	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	reflecting	the	dire	state	of	its	political	and	economic	affairs.	Reading	it	from	left	to	right,	as	one	does	with	Bosch’s	triptych,	we	see	a	left	panel	empty	of	figures	except	for	an	elderly	couple	strolling	hand	in	hand.	He	carries	a	newspaper	in	a	plastic	bag;	she	leans	on	a	cane.	Are	they	the	near-octogenarian	Adam	and	Eve,	the	union	‘it	all	started	from’?	Could	they	be	a	reference	to	the	idealised	union	that	brought	all	the	former	Yugoslav	peoples	together	back	in	1943?	A	parody	of	SFR	Yugoslavia,	a	fantasy	of	Eden	itself,	a	place	where	all	could	live	peacefully	side-by-side?	Miljanović	seems	to	make	a	reference	to	a	‘paradise	lost’	–	it	appears	to	survive	only	in	the	imaginations	of	its	eldest	residents,	a	fantastical	yet	desolate	landscape.	Another	possible	explanation	is	that	this	view	of	Eden	critiques	not	only	the	phantasmal	Yugoslav	nation	but	also	the	current	Bosnian	and	Herzegovinian	state,	modeled	on	similar	practical	though	not	ideological	markers;	an	idealised	state	of	unity.	The	central	panel	is	the	largest	and	busiest,	showing	an	eclectic	mix	of	people,	objects	and	animals.	It	is	the	veritable	garden	of	delights	–	fantasy	and	reality	are	intertwined	in	the	realistic	engravings	which	echo	the	rise	in	the	turbo	folk	culture	that	emerged	in	the	1980’s	and	1990’s	across	the	former	Yugoslavia.99	There	appears	to	be	no	unified	narrative	here,	no	focal	point;	each	motif	stands	independently	of	others,	sometimes	overlapping	but	mostly	jostling	for	space	and	attention.	There	are	farmers	and	policemen,	singers	and	cooks,	horses,	sheep,	dogs	and	birds,	there	are	trucks	and	battle	ships,	barges,	cabins	and	unfinished	houses,	several	men	with	only	one	leg,	a	few	cursory	women	and	the	ubiquitous	1980’s	VW	Golf.	The	total	effect	references	the	kitsch	excesses	of	turbo	folk	and	highlights	the	dysfunctional	state	of	Bosnian	affairs;	it	appears	to	stand	in	as	a	cultural	expression	of	national	identity.	It	reminds	of	Slavoj	Žižek’s	commentary	which	suggested	that	Serbia	under	Milošević	worked	as	a	carnival	
																																																																										
98	In	2012,	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	had	a	staggering	62.8%	unemployment	rate.	Its	multi-ethnic,	dual	entity	
administration	is	still	overseen	by	the	UN,	with	a	High	Representative	supervising	its	institutions	and	overseeing	
its	stability.	https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/bk.html	(Accessed:	18	May	2016)		
99	In	his	book	Turbofolk	Music	and	Cultural	Representations	of	National	Identity	in	Former	Yugoslavia	(2014),	Uroš	
Čvoro	analyses	the	turbo	folk	phenomenon.	Stylistically,	Čvoro	describes	turbo	folk	as	high-energy	electronic	pop	
music	(turbo)	synthesised	with	traditional	elements	and	themes	from	Slavic,	Oriental	and	Mediterranean	music	
(folk).	Čvoro	distinguishes	it	by	its	cultural	and	political	lineage,	and	particularly	by	its	coincidence	with	the	
political	rise	of	Milošević	and	nationalism	in	Serbia	in	the	late	eighties	and	the	subsequent	post-socialist	demise	
of	former	Yugoslavia.	Although	it	has	been	described	as	‘backward’	and	‘kitsch’	music,	whose	iconography	
represents	a	cultural	threat	to	cosmopolitan	culture	and	identity,	it	remains	the	most	consistently	popular	genre	
of	music	in	the	territories	of	ex-Yugoslavia	since	the	nineties.	Čvoro,	p.2.	See	also:	Vujković,	p.132	and	
labiennalebih.org/info.html#project	(Accessed:	8	November	2013)	
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state	of	permissive	nationalism	in	which	everything,	other	than	challenging	the	leader,	was	permitted.100	And	so	the	post-war	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	portrayed	here	appears	as	a	carnival,	an	indulgence	of	individual	desires	and	dreams;	each	element	simultaneously	adding	to	and	taking	away	from	a	unified	whole.	It	aptly	illustrates	Bosnia’s	fragmented	political	state,	its	decentralised	government	administration	and	its	unwieldy	and	costly	constitutional	structure.	The	cost	of	such	granite	tombstones	alone	is	a	perfect	indicator	of	Bosnia’s	excesses	–	in	a	country	where	the	average	salary	is	no	more	than	a	few	hundred	euro’s	per	month,	an	elaborate	granite	tombstone	can	set	a	family	back	by	thousands,	often	depleting	all	their	savings	for	the	purpose	of	external	representation.	The	last	panel	–	hell,	by	popular	interpretations	of	Bosch	–	is	a	deserted	nocturnal	landscape	depicting	in	the	foreground	what	appears	to	be	a	makeshift	brewery,	large	vats	and	cauldrons	literally	fuelling	battle	tanks,	with	fighter	planes	circling	over	ruins	of	a	torched	town	in	the	background.	It	is	of	course	not	a	simple	depiction	of	an	imagined	doom,	but	a	very	real	and	not-so-distant	Bosnian	reality.	However,	in	what	could	be	interpreted	as	a	further	nod	to	Bosch,	it	appears	to	be	not	only	a	recollection	but	also	a	warning	of	what	awaits	following	the	‘carnival’	of	the	central	panel.	There	are	three	tanks	in	the	image,	a	likely	reference	to	Bosnia’s	three	ethnic	groups	and	the	continued	animosity	between	them.101	The	brewing	vats	flank	the	two	larger	ones	in	the	foreground.	It	does	not	require	much	imagination	to	attribute	them	to	Bosnia’s	two	opposing	entities	and	their	ideological	production.	The	Dayton	Peace	Accords	allowed	for	the	state	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	to	retain	two	separate	armies,	one	from	the	Republika	Srpska	and	the	other	from	the	Federation.	The	army	was	unified	only	in	2003,	at	the	urging	of	the	international	community	aiming	to	facilitate	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina’s	integration	into	Euro-Atlantic	structures.102		Bosch’s	original	is	set	in	a	fantastical	landscape	where	the	iconography	moves	from	paradise	to	perversion	and	finally	to	punishment.	Glenn	Bowman	speaks	of	the	idea	of	the	nation	being	generated	as	a	fantasy	of	a	utopian	space	to	be	occupied	by	all	those	who	suffered	the	same	violence.103	Miljanović	appears	to	use	Bosch	in	order	to	give	form	to	and	simultaneously	critique	this	nationalist	utopian	fantasy	where	personal	i.e.	nationalistic	gratification	takes	centre	stage.	And	yet,	although	he	appears	to	be	referencing	the	wider	Bosnian	reality,	Miljanović	speaks	from	–	and	perhaps	to	–	a	
																																																																										
100	Žižek	in	Čvoro,	p.4	
101	Bosniaks	make	up	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina’s	largest	ethnic	group	at	48%,	Serbs	come	second	at	33%	and	
Croats	account	for	14%	of	the	population.	https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-
factbook/geos/bk.html	(Accessed:	19	May	2016)	
102	http://www.britannica.com/place/Bosnia-and-Herzegovina	(Accessed:	17	May	2016)	
103	Bowman,	2007.	p.119	
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particular	corner	of	the	Bosnian	sociopolitical	scene.	While	granite	tombstones	are	commonplace	in	Catholic	and	Orthodox	cemeteries,	at	Muslim	cemeteries,	the	graves	bear	only	pillar-like	stone	markers	as	traditionally	no	large	monuments	or	elaborate	decoration	are	allowed	on	a	Muslim	grave.	Effectively	excluding	Bosnia’s	largest	ethnic	group	from	his	pictorial	overview	of	Bosnian	‘reality’,	Miljanović	seems	to	be	speaking	not	for	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	but	particularly	for	one	of	its	constituent	entities,	the	Republika	Srpska,	which,	notably	enough,	made	his	appearance	in	Venice	possible.104	Bosnian	curator	and	art	critic	Nermina	Zildžo,	offering	an	account	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina’s	contemporary	art	scene	in	her	contribution	to	IRWIN’s	East	Art	map	(2006),	speaks	scathingly	of	Bosnia’s	administrative	division	and	its	enforced	unity	and	refers	to	Republika	Srpska	as	a	“state	of	Bosnian	Serbs	established	by	genocide	and	ethnic	cleansing”.105	Although	both	Miljanović	and	Zildžo	refer	to	the	same	country,	they	do	so	from	very	different	positions.	The	one	point	they	seem	to	agree	on	though	is	the	absurdity	of	its	forced	unification.	It	seems	apt	to	paraphrase	what	Glenn	Bowman	once	noted	of	Yugoslavs	but	what	can	easily	–	and	eerily	–	be	applied	to	modern-day	Bosnians:	they	seem	to	see	themselves	not	as	co-nationals	within	an	existing	state	but	as	members	of	opposed	ethnic	communities	unnaturally	forced	to	co-exist	under	the	tyranny	of	an	imposed	state.106		Miljanović’s	entire	triptych	is	presented	against	a	backdrop	of	a	steel	mesh	frame,	of	the	kind	typically	used	in	construction	to	reinforce	concrete,	particularly	necessary	in	increasing	its	tensile	strength	in	the	earthquake-prone	Bosnian	landscape.	The	juxtaposition	of	the	two	elements	–	polished	black	granite	and	serrated	rust-prone	steel	–	appears	to	highlight	many	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina’s	binaries:	the	political	and	social	contrasts,	the	continuous	destruction/construction	paradigm,	the	seeming	incongruence	of	the	different	parts.	One	cannot	help	but	wonder	if	the	artist	isn’t	after	all	wishing	for	a	structural	reinforcement	of	the	fragile	and	stress-prone	foundations	of	Bosnian	sociopolitical	life.	The	artist	himself	describes	the	materials	he	uses	as	being	representative	of	“a	bitter	collective	reality”.107	The	quest	for	its	representation	takes	Miljanović	to	present	another	piece	at	the	Bosnian	pavilion;	a	video	work	entitled	A	
Sweet	Symphony	of	Absurdity	(2013).		
																																																																										
104	Vujković,	p.19,	Gionni,	p.22	and	www.oslobodjenje.ba/vijesti/kultura	(Accessed:	26	February	2014)	
105	Zildžo,	p.141.	Nermina	Zildžo,	a	Bosniak	(ethnic	Muslim)	living	and	working	in	the	Federation-controlled	
Sarajevo,	offers	an	account	of	Bosnia’s	contemporary	art	scene	exclusively	covering	Croat	and	Bosniak	artists.	
106	Bowman,	2007.	p.118.	Dayton	Peace	Accord	stipulates	the	division	into	separate	entities	yet	their	union	in	the	
single	state	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina.	The	political	and	ethnic	divisions	and	large-scale	autonomy	of	the	two	
entities	lead	to	many,	especially	politicians,	being	in	favour	of	a	complete	separation.		
107	Vujković,	p.111	
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Fig	9.	Mladen	Miljanović.	A	Sweet	Symphony	of	Absurdity.	(video	still).	HD	video	5’	48’’.	2013	
	 The	video	shows	a	small	patch	of	grassy	landscape	dotted	with	a	few	young	pine	trees.	A	flutist	enters	the	scene	and	begins	to	play.	She	is	joined	by	a	violinist	who	also	starts	to	play,	only	he	plays	a	different	piece	of	music.	More	musicians	join,	one	by	one,	each	playing	their	own	music.	The	result	is	a	cacophonous	concert	of	competing	sounds,	individual	pieces	drowned	out	by	collective	noise.	It	is	representative	of	the	imaginary	coherence	–	its	outward	appearance	–	and	the	dysfunctional	reality	of	Bosnia’s	post-war	state.	The	video	was	filmed	in	cooperation	with	the	members	of	the	Banjaluka	Philharmonic,	where	each	member	was	invited	to	play	his	or	her	own	favourite	piece	of	music.	In	discussion	of	the	work,	the	exhibition’s	curators	speak	of	personal	indulgences	forming	a	collective	absurdity	and	becoming	an	element	of	torture.108	In	combination	with	the	literal	use	of	the	Bosnian	landscape	as	a	backdrop	to	this	collective	absurdity,	the	work	is	a	by-no-means	subtle	critique	of	the	“bitter	collective	reality”	it	refers	to.	However,	it	is	difficult	to	assess	whether	Miljanović	is	critiquing	his	own	position	within	this	narrative	of	absurdity	or	is	taking	the	view	of	an	outsider.	Who	is	the	subject	of	this	‘torture’?	Does	Miljanović	nevertheless	succeed	in	speaking	for	all	Bosnian	peoples	or	is	he	merely	critical	of	the	‘forced	tyranny’	that	renders	himself	a	piece	in	the	collective	absurdity	of	its	discord?	Perhaps	this	is	a	moot	point	–	as	Bowman	suggests,	if	by	viewing	Miljanović’s	work	one	can	recognise	and	identify	with	a	set	of	concerns	produced	by	its	narrative,	then	one	can	simultaneously	imagine	a	collectivity	of	persons	who	may	similarly	position	themselves	in	relation	to	the	scenarios	set	out	by	it.109	Bowman	further	acknowledges	that	an	(art)work	and	its	positions	are	there	to	be	
																																																																										
108	Vujković,	p.172	
109	Bowman,	1994a.	p.140	
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interpreted	and	the	position	one	takes	in	relation	to	them	are	influenced	by	a	wide	range	of	factors.	Bowman’s	view	is	that	all	cultural	artifacts	can	effectively	become	social	texts	providing	fields	for	identification.110	He	believes	that	there	is	already	an	identity	at	play	in	the	viewer	“which	enables	him	or	her	to	recognise	the	appropriateness	to	personal	experience	of	subject	positions	within	[an	artwork].”111	As	such,	Miljanović’s	work	can	be	seen	to	function	as	a	discursive	articulation	of	a	fragmented	and	imagined	national	entity,	one	that	is	never	quite	evidenced	in	full	and	remains	unknown	except	to	those	who	identify	with	it.		 	
																																																																										
110	Bowman,	1994a.	p.140	
111	Bowman,	1994a.	p.141	
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IV.	THE	PERSONAL	AS	UNIVERSAL		 	 	 	 	 (KOSOVO)	
	One	of	the	more	intriguing	pavilions	among	the	former	Yugoslav	exhibits,	the	Kosovo	pavilion	lay	sandwiched	in	the	long	corridor	of	the	main	Arsenale	building,	nestled	somewhere	between	Turkey	and	Chile,	small,	dimly-lit	and	understated.		Passing	through,	all	that	the	visitors	could	see	was	a	mound	of	twigs	and	branches,	an	elevated	burrow	of	sorts,	with	dry	earth	and	twigs	scattered	on	the	ground	below	it,	evidence	of	the	multitude	of	feet	that	had	passed	through	it.	Visitors	could	enter	at	one	end	and	walk	along	the	outer	periphery	of	the	structure	to	find	a	small	opening	in	the	earthy	walls,	somewhere	in	the	middle,	at	approximately	eye	level.	It	gave	way	to	a	view	of	a	blank	but	brightly	lit	back	wall	and	a	ceiling	of	densely	packed	branches.	Suspended	from	those	were	the	occasional	wooden	clothes	hanger	and	a	colorful	bird.	Once	inside	this	tunnel-like	passage	for	a	few	minutes,	one	could	see	several	other	visitors	come	through,	take	a	peek	inside	and	then	depart	through	the	other	end.	The	tunnel	seemed	to	be	constructed	as	a	narrow,	one-way	affair,	according	to	the	flow	of	the	foot	traffic	through	the	Arsenale,	from	south	to	north.	Dutifully,	visitors	did	just	that	–	enter	at	one	end	and	exit	at	the	other.	It	wasn’t	until	returning	inside,	this	time	from	the	‘wrong’	side,	that	looking	through	the	opening	revealed	something	different.	From	that	viewpoint,	leaning	against	the	far	right	wall,	one	could	see	a	bright	yellow	women’s	skirt-suit	hanging	from	a	plain	wooden	hanger,	suspended	from	a	single	straining	twig	(fig.	12).			
Fig	10.	Petrit	Halilaj.	I'm	Hungry	to	keep	you	close.	I	want	to	find	the	words	to	resist	but	in	the	
end	there	is	a	locked	sphere.	The	funny	thing	is	that	you're	not	there,	nothing	is.	Installation	
at	55th	Venice	Biennale,	2013.	
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Perhaps	you	have	to	be	from	the	region	to	understand	the	underdog	position	that	Kosovo	has	always	had	within	former	Yugoslavia.	Often	seen	as	poor	and	uneducated	(Kosovo	was	the	poorest	region	of	former	Yugoslavia),	speaking	a	bastardized	form	of	Serbo-Croatian,	the	Kosovo	Albanian	population	was	derogatorily	referred	to	as	‘Shiptari’	[Eng.	Shqiptar]	and	viewed	as,	at	best,	only	ever	good	at	one	thing	–	as	patisserie	and	ice-cream	parlour	keepers.112	This	derisory	view	still	continues	today,	as	witnessed	by	websites	such	as	Urban	Dictionary	and	Racial	Slur	Database,	which	compare	the	term	‘shiptar’	in	its	connotations	and	usage	to	the	term	‘nigger’.113	Seeing	the	Kosovo	pavilion	for	the	first	time,	I	imagined	I	was	seeing	a	play	of	external	representation	–	the	messy	and	primitive	looking	mound	of	twigs	and	earth	–	set	against	a	self-representation	hidden	out	of	plain	sight;	one	that	offers	a	glimpse	of	a	brighter	view,	cocooned	and	yet	inextricably	bound	to	its	nest-like	shell.	The	white	space	on	the	inside	seemed	to	suggest	a	blank	canvas,	a	clean	slate	marking	a	new	beginning	for	a	nation	barely	five	years	old	at	the	time,	previously	ridden	by	conflict,	ethnic	tensions	and	poverty.	The	yellow	colour	employed	through	the	women’s	suit	can	be	interpreted	first	and	foremost	as	a	sign	of	hope,	of	a	‘sun’	rising	just	around	the	corner,	unseen	yet	its	presence	somehow	intuited,	not	least	through	the	occasional	colorful	bird	visible	among	the	dry	twigs	and	empty	old-fashioned	hangers.114	However,	the	yellow	colour	also	has	a	more	symbolic	meaning	for	Kosovo.	On	17	February	2008,	the	day	of	Kosovo’s	declaration	of	independence,	a	monument	was	revealed	in	the	capital	Pristina.	Dubbed	the	Newborn	monument,	it	is	a	typographic	sculpture	consisting	of	uppercase	letters,	spelling	out	the	English-language	word	NEWBORN’	and	painted	bright	yellow.	The	yellow	colour	is	a	reference	to	the	new	Kosovo	flag	showing	six	white	stars	in	an	arc	above	a	golden	map	of	Kosovo	set	against	a	blue	background;	the	word	‘newborn’	referencing	the	birth	of	a	new	country,	new	hope,	innocence.	115	The	artwork	
																																																																										
112	The	term	derives	from	Albanian	word	for	the	Albanian	language:	Sqhiptar.	However,	among	the	former	
Yugoslav	countries	it	is	used	as	a	pejorative,	implying	cultural	and	racial	inferiority.		
113	The	Urban	Dictionary	offers	several	interpretations	for	‘Shiptar’.	Most	appear	to	be	written	by	Macedonians	
or	Serbians,	revealing	the	depth	of	derision	behind	the	term.	The	Racial	Slur	database	offers	the	following	
definition:	A	derogatory	term	employed	by	Balkan	Slavs	(Croats,	Serbs,	Montenegrins	and	Macedonians)	when	
referring	to	Albanians.	However,	its	use	parallels	that	of	the	word	"nigger"	in	the	United	States.	In	that	Albanians	
use	the	word	"shiptar"	to	address/describe	one	another,	while	taking	insult	from	its	use	by	non-Albanians.		
See:	http://www.urbandictionary.com/define.php?term=shiptars).	Also:	http://www.rsdb.org/slur/shiptar.	
114	The	birds	were	originally	live	canaries	brought	over	from	the	artsits’s	Berlin	studio	for	the	exhibition	opening.	
115	Newborn	monument’s	designer	Fisnik	Ismaili,	of	Ogilvy	&	Mather	advertising,	explains:	“NEWBORN,	
intentionally	in	English,	was	the	single	word	that	could	describe	that	special	day:	A	birth	of	a	new	country,	and	
the	connotations	of	this	word	imply	only	positive	things	(birth,	innocence,	sincerity,	love...).	[…]	The	idea	was	to	
present	Kosovo	as	a	new,	contemporary,	trendy	country,	ready	to	be	embraced	by	the	world.	The	yellow	colour	
was	intentionally	used	in	combination	with	blue	banners	and	supporting	slogans,	to	represent	both	new	Kosovo	
flag's	colours	as	well	as	EU	colours.	The	supporting	slogans	were:	"NEW	life	is	BORN",	"NEW	hope	is	BORN",	
"NEW	future	is	BORN"	and	"NEW	country	is	BORN",	all	presented	in	blue	and	yellow	colours.	In	addition,	yellow	
is	a	colour	that	represents	the	sunrise	-	birth	of	a	new	day,	new	hope...	end	of	darkness.”	Source:	
https://enjoypristina.wordpress.com/2012/07/03/newborn-sign/	(Accessed:	20	November	2013)	
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commissioned	for	the	Kosovo	pavilion	seems	to	offer	a	curious	parallel	here	–	with	a	wink	to	the	Newborn	monument	the	yellow	at	the	Kosovo	pavilion	is	present	in	a	woman’s	garment.	No	frilly	dresses	or	sexiness	here	–	what	hangs	in	one	corner,	almost	hidden	from	view,	is	a	clean-cut,	medium	sized	skirt	suit,	projecting	a	vibrantly	strong	yet	feminine	quality,	the	capacity	for	both	business	and	birth.		
		
	
Fig	11	and	12.	Petrit	Halilaj.	I'm	Hungry	to	keep	you	close.	I	want	to	find	the	words	to	resist	
but	in	the	end	there	is	a	locked	sphere.	The	funny	thing	is	that	you're	not	there,	nothing	is.	
Detail	view.	Installation	at	55th	Venice	Biennale,	2013.	
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To	date	enjoying	only	partial	international	recognition	as	an	independent	state	since	its	declaration	of	independence	in	2008,	Kosovo’s	inaugural	participation	at	the	55th	Venice	Biennale	marks	a	significant	move	towards	self-actualisation	as	well	as	self-representation	on	the	international	(art)	scene.116	For	its	first	participation	in	Venice,	Kosovo	chose	Petrit	Halilaj	(b.	1986),	a	young	artist	born	in	Kosovo,	educated	in	Italy	and	working	between	Berlin,	Italy	and	Kosovo.	Halilaj,	known	for	the	cryptic	and	lengthy	titles	of	his	works,	created	the	above	installation	especially	for	the	55th	Biennale,	entitled	I’m	hungry	to	keep	you	close.	I	want	to	find	the	words	to	resist	but	in	the	end	there	
is	a	locked	sphere.	The	funny	thing	is	that	you’re	not	here,	nothing	is.		In	his	work,	Petrit	Halilaj	often	references	objects	and	materials	that	bear	a	direct	relationship	to	his	mother,	as	well	as	his	home(land)	(enlarged	earrings,	powdered	brick,	fig.	13).	When	considered	as	mother-land,	the	two	become	inseparable,	forming	the	origins	of	Halilaj’s	identity.	As	in	the	work	of	other	artists	dealing	with	articulations	of	identity	in	the	wake	of	cultural	or	physical	displacement	–	discussed	by	curator	and	critic	Tina	Sherwell	in	relation	to	Palestinian	art	–	what	appears	important	in	Halilaj’s	work	isn’t	so	much	the	original	site	of	displacement	but	how	that	site	is	experienced,	remembered	and	represented.117	In	his	installation	at	the	55th	Biennale,	Halilaj	created	an	idealised	version	of	homeland,	a	utopian	‘nest’	where	the	past	is	neutralised	and	the	future	offers	a	promise	of	potential	yet	unrealised.	The	use	of	natural	materials	references	purity	implied	by	primitivism	and	articulates	the	artists’	relationship	to	place.	In	particular	the	building	of	a	nest,	the	form	suggested	by	Halilaj’s	installation,	brings	to	the	fore	the	universal	experiences	of	dislocation	and	fragmentation	–	the	collecting	of	parts	to	form	a	whole,	the	piece-by-piece	(re)constructing	of	a	‘home’.	Halilaj	installation	becomes	the	‘imaginary	place	of	return’,	highlighting	its	importance	to	Kosovo’s	own	imaginary.118	As	the	Kosovo	participation	organisers	describe	it,	[the	work	appears	to	have]	“migrated	from	some	subconscious	and	forgotten	era	or	territory	into	a	vicinity	that	is	nothing	less	than	a	renowned	icon	of	
																																																																										
116	As	of	23	June	2015,	the	Republic	of	Kosovo	has	received	112	diplomatic	recognitions	as	an	independent	state.	
To	be	exact,	56%	United	Nations	member	states,	82%	EU	member	states	and	86%	NATO	member	states	have	
recognised	Kosovo,	although	Serbia	is	still	not	among	those.	Source:	Wikipedia.	(Accessed	15	October	2015).		
117	Sherwell,	p.430	
118	Sherwell,	p.432	
Fig	13.	Petrit	Halilaj.	It	is	the	first	time	dear,	that	you	have	
a	human	shape.	Exhibition	view	at	Kunsthalle	St.	Gallen,	
2012. 
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the	historic	western	world’s	cultural	and	artistic	achievements.”119	The	Venice	Biennale	clearly	serves	as	a	locus	par	excellence	for	the	construction	of	Kosovo’s	new	identity.	Bowman	explains	the	significance:	“For	homeland	is	itself	a	term	already	constituted	within	nationalist	discourse;	it	is	the	place	where	the	nationalist	imagines	his	or	her	identity	becoming	fully	realized.”120	And	thus	Halilaj’s	construction	becomes	a	construction	for	Kosovo	and	of	Kosovo.	The	Kosovo	of	Halilaj’s	childhood	may	no	longer	exist,	but	nostalgically	evoked	by	the	artist,	it	is	thus	discursively	constructed	as	a	future	‘home’	of	a	new	nation,	revealing	what	its	curator	Kathrin	Rhomberg	refers	to	as	an	
intermediacy	–	“something	that	is	no	longer	present	or	has	not	yet	returned	or	simply	not	yet	arrived”.121	Rhomberg	consciously	draws	a	parallel	between	Halilaj’s	own	life	and	the	historical	and	political	state	that	he	is	representing	at	the	Biennale.	Petrit	Halilaj’s	life	lends	itself	well	to	such	ideological	purposes.	There	is	one	widely	circulated	story	that	particularly	stands	out.	Displaced	by	the	Kosovo	war,	Halilaj	ended	up	in	a	refuge	camp	in	Albania.	When	the	aid	workers	distributed	drawing	pencils	to	children	in	the	camp,	Halilaj	requested	two,	saying	he	was	ambidextrous	and	could	draw	with	two	hands	at	once.	The	tale	of	the	unusual	artist	soon	spread	and	journalists	reporting	on	the	war	and	refugee	conditions	began	writing	about	the	boy	who	could	render	various	birds	with	two	hands.122	This	and	other	aspects	of	Halilaj’s	personal	biography	are	frequently	evoked	in	connection	to	his	work,	surrounding	the	artist	with	a	Beuysian	mythology	and	effectively	granting	him	authenticity.	In	Bowman’s	view,	obsessive	re-creation	of	the	past	is	not	unusual	in	those	who	have	been	unwillingly	separated	from	their	previous	ways	of	life.	Halilaj’s	pieces	utilizing	earth,	twigs	and	other	natural	materials,	often	brought	over	from	Kosovo,	but	also	canaries	brought	from	his	Berlin	studio,	serve	as	indexes	of	place	and	seem	to	emphasise	that,	wherever	the	artist	is,	it	is	always	away	from	home.	The	lost	homeland	is	evoked	through	sensory	experiences	and	fetish	objects.	In	After	the	Last	Sky,	Edward	Said	comments	on	the	fragile	nature	of	cultural	identification	through	mythologised	links	to	an	idealised	past:				Intimate	mementoes	of	a	past	irrevocably	lost	circulate	among	us,	like	the	genealogies	and	fables	severed	from	their	original	locale,	the	rituals	of	speech	and	custom.	Much	reproduced,	enlarged,	thematized,	embroidered	and	passed	
																																																																										
119	http://theculturetrip.com/europe/kosovo/articles/moving-heaven-and-earth-petrit-halilaj-brings-kosovo-to-
the-venice-biennale-/	(Accessed:	20	November	2015)	
120	Bowman,	1994a.	p.139	
121	Rhomberg	in	Gioni,	2013.	p.142	
122	Larios	(2013)	and	http://db-artmag.com/en/92/feature/rescuing-butterflies-tea-with-petrit-halilaj/	(Accessed:	
20	April	2016)	
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around,	they	are	strands	in	the	web	of	affiliations	we	[…]	use	to	tie	ourselves	to	our	identity	and	to	each	other.123		In	an	earlier	work	entitled	Kostërrc	(CH),	(2011),	Halilaj	transferred	60	tons	of	soil	from	his	native	village	Kostërrc	in	Kosovo	to	Basel,	Switzerland.	The	soil	taken	ownership	of	and	re-appropriated	through	this	act	suggests	defiance	against	the	forced	exodus	from	the	homeland	and	dramatises	issues	of	migration	through	the	(discursive)	transfer	of	(memory	of)	homeland.	In	discussion	of	the	Palestinian	diaspora,	Bowman	speaks	of	a	trauma	experienced	by	those	who	suffered	such	loss	of	homeland.	Halilaj’s	act	seems	to	literally	reclaim	that	homeland	while	at	the	same	time	highlighting	the	trauma	experience	–	the	futility	of	nostalgia	for	the	lost	past;	the	homeland	cannot	be	resurrected	or	reconstructed,	the	soil	but	a	memento	of	a	place	available	only	to	the	imagination.	The	second	part	of	the	work	consisted	of	an	inverse	gap	left	behind	by	the	dislocated	soil	in	the	village	of	the	artist’s	birth,	testifying	to	a	physical	absence;	a	scar	in	the	landscape.	By	engaging	with	absence,	the	work	questions	notions	of	identity,	loss	and	belonging.		Having	said	that,	Kostërrc	(CH)	also	unveils	another	aspect	of	loss	and	the	significance	of	land,	specifically	the	significance	of	Kosovo	itself	in	the	(post)	Yugoslav	imaginary.124	Many	Serbs	consider	Kosovo	to	be	their	historical	homeland.	Since	Serbia’s	defeat	by	Muslim	Ottoman	forces	in	the	14th	century,	it	remained	contested	territory.	Its	representation	as	a	golden	age	in	Serbian	national	imagination	was	politically	mobilised	by	Slobodan	Milošević	who,	articulating	the	Serbian	discourse	through	antagonism	towards	Albanians,	became	one	of	the	first	post-Yugoslav	leaders	to	(re)constitute	a	post	Yugoslav	identity,	the	locus	of	which	became	Serbia,	with	Kosovo	at	its	heart.		
Kostërrc	(CH)	and	by	extension	other	work	by	Halilaj,	highlight	Kosovo’s	problematic	iconographic	status.	By	reclaiming	the	land	as	both	a	physical	construction	material	and	
																																																																										
123	Said	in	Bowman,	1994a.	p.151	
124	Here	I	refer	specifically	to	Serbia	as	part	of	former	Yugoslavia	and	the	post-1992	Yugoslavia	consisting	of	
Serbia	and	Montenegro.	I	borrow	this	clarification	from	the	BBC:	“[Kosovo]	was	the	centre	of	the	Serbian	
kingdom	until	the	mid-14th	century,	and	Serbs	regard	Kosovo	as	the	birthplace	of	their	nation.	Over	the	
centuries,	as	the	ethnic	balance	shifted	in	favour	of	Albanians,	Kosovo	came	to	represent	a	golden	age	in	the	
Serbian	national	imagination,	embodied	in	epic	poetry.	Serbia's	defeat	at	the	Battle	of	Kosovo	in	1389	ushered	in	
centuries	of	rule	by	the	Muslim	Ottoman	Empire.	Serbia	regained	control	of	Kosovo	in	1913,	and	the	province	
was	later	incorporated	into	Yugoslavia.	Serbs	and	Albanians	vied	for	control	in	the	region	throughout	the	20th	
century.	In	the	1960s	the	suppression	of	Albanian	national	identity	in	Kosovo	gave	way	to	a	more	tolerant	line	
from	Belgrade.	The	1974	Yugoslav	constitution	laid	down	Kosovo's	status	as	an	autonomous	province	[Tito’s	aim	
was	to	curb	Serbia’s	influence.	Bowman,	2007,	p.132],	and	pressure	for	independence	mounted	in	the	1980s	
after	the	death	of	Yugoslav	President	Tito.	But	resentment	over	Kosovan	influence	within	the	Yugoslav	federation	
was	harnessed	by	the	future	Yugoslav	Serbian	leader,	Slobodan	Milosevic.	On	becoming	president	in	1989	he	
proceeded	to	strip	Kosovo	of	its	autonomy.	In	the	mid-1990s	an	Albanian	guerrilla	movement,	the	Kosovo	
Liberation	Army,	stepped	up	attacks	on	Serb	targets.	The	attacks	precipitated	a	major	Yugoslav	military	
crackdown.	Slobodan	Milosevic's	rejection	of	an	internationally-brokered	deal	to	end	the	crisis,	and	the	
persecution	of	Kosovar	Albanians,	led	to	Nato	air	strikes	against	targets	in	Kosovo	and	Serbia	in	March	1999.”	
Source:	http://www.bbc.com/news/world-europe-18328859.	(Accessed	15	October	2015)	
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an	ideological	tool,	Halilaj’s	installations,	including	the	one	for	the	Venice	Biennale,	directly	comment	on	the	precarious	nature	of	national	territory	and	serve	to	legitimise	Kosovo’s	new	identity,	claiming	public	ownership	of	its	territory,	to	this	day	denied	by	Serbia.	Bowman	suggests	that	the	physical	remaking	of	landscape	in	post	conflict	communities	serves	to	create	an	image	of	the	world	bearing	no	signs	of	history	out	of	which	it	was	violently	born,	making	it	an	integral	part	of	the	legitimation	of	violence	necessary	for	the	creation	of	the	new	communities.125	One	could	argue	that	Halilaj’s	installations	do	precisely	that	–	construct	an	image	outside	of	its	historical	context	–	yet	by	their	very	nature	they	also	suggest	emancipation	from	the	bonds	of	history,	both	personal	and	universal.	
	 	
																																																																										
125	Bowman,	1994b.	p.159	
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V.	REFLECTIONS	AND	EVALUATION	
 
	
The	Exhibition	As	an	extension	to	the	point	made	earlier	by	Lidchi,	if	we	take	the	Venice	Biennale	to	be	a	practice	of	representation	and	consider	–	on	account	of	its	unique	nature	–	that	what	is	shown,	how	and	by	whom,	becomes	a	choice	in	representing	different	“others”,	it	can	be	said	that	every	edition	of	the	Biennale	gives	rise	to	new	national	paradigms.126	Although	there	is	no	centralised	body	selecting	the	works	in	the	national	pavilions	–	the	nations	themselves	are	independent	in	their	choices	of	artists	or	installations	within	them	–	each	participating	nation	is	complicit	in	this	mechanism	of	(self)representation.	I	purposefully	place	the	‘self’	under	parenthesis	here,	as	it	appears	that	the	possibility	of	real	self-representation	(if	it	can	be	said	to	exist	at	all)	is	limited	by	the	very	mechanics	of	the	Venice	Biennale	and	the	subsequent	position	of	many	of	its	participants.	To	borrow	from	Igor	Zabel	–	within	the	global	art	scene,	Western	art	(discourse)	holds	a	commanding	position;	it	is	THE	OTHER	all	others	compare	themselves	to	[sic]127.	Specifically,	the	position	of	these	others	is	determined	not	by	mutual	“otherness”	but	by	the	extent	to	which	they	remain	unknown,	unintelligible	and	“other”	for	the	West.	Speaking	from	the	position	of	these	“others”,	Zabel	aptly	describes	how	“we”	(let’s	say	post	Yugoslavia,	in	this	case)	in	advance	understand	ourselves	as	being	“others”	for	the	West	and	therefore	look	at	ourselves	through	“other’s	eyes”;	by	extension,	“we”	also	represent	ourselves	as	the	“other’s	other”.128		When	the	Russian	art	historian	and	curator	Ekaterina	Degot	speaks	of	identity	and	representation	in	contemporary	Russian	art,	she	recognises	issues	discussed	by	many	of	her	contemporaries,	namely	that	artists	in	Second	and	Third	world	countries	inevitably	function	as	representatives	in	the	relationship	towards	the	West,	since	when	“speaking	about	representation,	[…]	the	West	[is]	the	only	reference	and	place	to	be	represented.”129	It	seems	therefore	necessary	at	this	stage	to	consider	to	what	extent	can	the	work	of	Jasmina	Ćibić,	Mladen	Miljanović	and	Petrit	Halilaj	be	seen	as	representational	of	conceptions	of	different	post	Yugoslav	national	identities	–	if	at	all	–	and	to	what	extent	is	it	but	a	mirror	by	which	the	post	Yugoslav	nations	reflect	themselves	in	the	eyes	of	the	West.	And	ultimately,	is	it	even	possible	to	distinguish	between	the	two?		
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	 47	
The	Art	ists/work	There	is	an	increasing	critique	of	the	artworks	of	“others”	being	only	accepted	in	the	West	if	they	speak	of	their	own	“otherness”,	reflecting	Narkevičius’	and	Kabakov’s	aforementioned	concerns	regarding	artist’s	cultural	specificity.130	Writing	about	the	55th	Venice	Biennale,	Antonio	Marazzi	states	–	politically	correctly	–	that	it	cannot	be	implied	that	artefacts	are	“purely	the	expression	of	the	sociopolitical	situation”,	but	nevertheless	implies	nearly	exactly	that:			 […]	one	cannot	avoid	being	impressed	by	the	evident	correlation	in	many	cases	between	the	subject	chosen	for	an	artefact	or	an	installation	and	the	social	context	where	the	author	lives	and	works.	This	appears	particularly	evident	where	the	socio-political	situation	is	under	special	pressure	as	in	the	Middle	Eastern	regions,	or	where	the	recent	historical	past	is	still	perceived	as	a	recurrent	bad	dream,	as	in	the	ex-Socialist	countries.	In	these	cases,	the	sensitivity	of	the	artist	captures	and	then	represents	in	a	totally	original	way	the	surrounding	reality	as	well	as	her/his	unique	interior	world	[…].131		Marazzi	continues	by	writing	of	sensing	an	“underlying	presence	of	a	link	between	creativity	and	reality,	the	mental	and	the	perceptual,	ways	of	seeing	and	ways	of	thinking	[…]”	in	the	various	pavilions	of	the	55th	Biennale.132	Isn’t	this	interaction	between	creativity	and	(some	kind	of)	reality	inherent	to	all	art?	Rather	than	making	a	superfluous	point,	what	Marazzi	clearly	means	is	that	at	the	Biennale,	reality	nearly	always	points	to	the	nationally	specific,	socio-political	kind.133			
Personal	as	Political,	Political	as	Personal		
–	Autobiography	in	Service	of	National	Representation	Marazzi’s	observation	points	to	a	recent	critique	expressed	by	Aleš	Erjavec	–	that	for	a	European	or	Western	spectator,	art	is	typically	seen	as	“an	index	of	general	development,	presence	and	articulation	of	the	voice,	not	only	of	the	artist	but	also	of	the	national	community.”134	Mladen	Miljanović,	the	artist	chosen	to	represent	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	at	the	55th	Biennale,	essentially	confirms	such	notions.	In	conversation	with	art	curator	Tina	Lipsky,	Miljanović	describes	his	opus	as	being	contextual,	explaining	how	“the	works	consist	of	creations	rooted	in	circumstances	that	basically	
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133	At	least	that	appears	to	be	largely	the	case	in	relation	to	the	‘non-Western’	world.	
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correspond	to	reality.”135	The	only	one	of	the	three	artists	to	continue	living	and	working	in	his	country	of	origin,	Miljanović	makes	overt	use	of	his	own	and	his	country’s	past	as	the	primary	source	of	inspiration	for	his	artwork;	it	becomes	a	major	reference	point	and	appears	in	fact,	to	be	frequently	considered	as	“essential	for	the	observation	of	his	art”.136	Any	discussion	of	his	work	is	bound	to	bring	up	particular	aspects	of	his	biography,	aspects	which	Miljanović	essentially	used	to	launch	his	artistic	career	and	which	I	feel	need	to	be	recapped	here	again	for	the	purpose	of	illustrating	the	point.		Born	in	1981,	Miljanović	was	only	ten	years	old	at	the	start	of	the	war	and	barely	fifteen	by	its	end.	Upon	turning	eighteen	and	finishing	secondary	school,	like	other	young	men	his	age,	Miljanović	was	drafted	into	the	Army	of	Republika	Srpska	where	he	stayed	as	a	reservist	after	completing	the	compulsory	12-month-long	service.	The	proximity	of	his	military	service	to	the	war	in	Bosnia	gets	blurred	at	times,	mistakenly	–	though	conveniently	–	placing	him	in	the	army	during	the	war.137	By	2001,	Miljanović	left	the	army	as	it	began	its	integration	into	the	Armed	Forces	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	subsequently	apprenticing	as	a	tombstone	engraver.	When	the	recently	formed	Academy	of	Arts	in	Banjaluka	(1998)	moved	into	the	former	military	barracks	where	Miljanović	served	part	of	his	conscription,	he	enrolled	for	a	degree	in	fine	art.	By	2006,	for	his	degree	show,	he	confined	himself	to	those	former	military	barracks	for	268	days	in	a	performance	entitled	I	Serve	Art	(2006/07),	effectively	utilising	his	military	experience	as	a	catalyst	for	his	art	in	the	process	of	thematising	issues	of	personal	and	national	isolation	and	inquiring	into	positions	of	power	and	authority.138	Much	of	this	information	is	extensively	detailed	in	both	the	catalogue	accompanying	the	Biennale	exhibition,	as	well	as	Miljanović’s	own	web	page.139	The	war/military	strategies	and	iconography	are	recurring	elements	in	Miljanović’s	work,	rendering	it	highly	culturally	specific.	Frequently	highlighted	in	relation	to	his	work,	they	have	become	something	of	the	artist’s	calling	card.	As	Edelbert	Koeb,	former	Director	of	MUMOK	(Museum	Moderner	Kunst),	Vienna,	wrote	on	the	occasion	of	Miljanović’s	selection	for	the	Henkel	Art.Award	(2010):	“Familiarity	with	his	previous	works	meant	that	certain	expectations	were	attached	to	[his]	carte	blanche.	For,	one	thing	was	fairly	certain:	that	the	complex	of	works	that	he	prepared	for	the	MUMOK	Factory	would	be	overtly	political	and	related	to	his	biography	and	
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situation.”140	With	this	comment,	Koeb	reveals	the	promptness	on	the	part	of	the	West	of	buying	into	such	‘guaranteed’	“otherness”	–	for	Koeb	and	MUMOK,	it	is	not	important	what	the	work	is	(thus	the	carte	blanche)	as	long	as	it	speaks	of	the	artist’s	otherness,	preferably	through	strong	political	language.	Critical	of	such	attitudes,	some	twenty	years	prior	to	that	–	in	1994	–	Rasheed	Araeen	wrote:		 As	for	the	dominant	discourse,	it	is	so	obsessed	with	cultural	difference	and	identity,	to	the	extent	of	suffering	from	an	intellectual	blockage,	that	it	is	unable	to	maintain	its	focus	on	the	works	of	art	themselves.	The	obsession	with	cultural	difference	is	now	being	institutionally	legitimized	through	the	construction	of	the	“postcolonial	Other,”	who	is	allowed	to	express	itself	only	so	long	as	it	speaks	of	its	own	otherness.141		For	Igor	Zabel,	such	practices	only	confirm	that	“[…]	it	is	the	West	which	actually	determines	what	art	is	and	what	it	is	not.”	Zabel	goes	even	further	by	claiming	that	“a	certain	regional	art	phenomenon	or	idiom	is	first	appropriated	by	Western	interpretations,	institutions,	and	capital,	and	subsequently	“relocalized”	or	“projected	back”	into	its	original	context.”142	Seen	through	such	a	perspective,	the	choice	of	Mladen	Miljanović	to	represent	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	at	the	55th	Biennale	seems	an	utmost	logical	one.	It	functions	in	a	double-positive	manner:	Miljanović	uses	his	work	to	reflect	on	local	and	personal	realities	and	those	in	turn	function	as	representations	of	the	situation	they	arise	from.	That	‘reality’	is	in	turn	mirrored	by	its	affirmation	through	Western	discourses	and	institutions.	This	circular	mode	of	authentication	reminds	one	of	the	fluidity	of	the	contextual	determinant,	as	argued	by	Norman	Bryson	and	Mieke	Bal	–	context	does	not	by	definition	generate	the	artwork;	the	relationship	between	the	cause	(context)	and	effect	(artwork)	is	also	an	anachronistic	one:	one	proves	the	other.143	It	can	be	argued	that	Miljanović’s	work	is	exemplary	of	the	assumed	ideological	force	of	Eastern	European	art	described	by	Boris	Groys	and	as	such,	an	understandable	choice	for	a	representation	at	the	West-oriented	Venice	Biennale.		However,	much	of	this	applies	not	only	to	Miljanović	but	also	to	the	other	two	artists	under	discussion	in	this	thesis.	Hal	Foster	adds	another	dimension	to	the	criticism	outlined	above,	arguing	that	a	primitivist	and	a	realist	assumption	dominate	the	perception	of	the	force	of	such	works:		
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[…]	It	is	now	the	cultural	and/or	ethnic	other	in	whose	name	the	artist	often	struggles.	[…]	First,	there	is	the	assumption	that	the	site	of	artistic	transformation	is	the	site	of	political	transformation,	and,	more,	that	this	site	is	always	located	elsewhere,	in	the	field	of	the	other:	[…]	with	the	cultural	other,	the	oppressed	postcolonial,	subaltern,	or	subcultural.	Second,	there	is	the	assumption	that	this	other	is	always	outside,	and,	more,	that	this	alterity	is	the	primary	point	of	subversion	of	dominant	culture.	Third,	there	is	the	assumption	that	if	the	invoked	artist	is	not	perceived	as	socially	and/or	culturally	other,	he	or	she	has	but	limited	access	to	this	transformative	alterity,	and,	more,	that	if	he	or	she	is	perceived	as	other,	he	or	she	has	automatic	access	to	it.144		It	is	clear	that	for	the	West,	it	is	difference	in	which	it	is	still	the	most	interested.145	That	difference	is	perceived	as	having	an	authentic	transformative	power	absent	in	the	West.	For	Jasmina	Ćibić	it	meant	being	‘ordered	into’	embracing	her	“otherness”	while	studying	at	Goldsmiths	in	London.146	For	Petrit	Halilaj,	it	means	being	characterized	over	and	over	again	as	an	artist	who,	guided	by	childhood	memories	of	war,	displacement	and	loss,	uses	a	highly	personal,	political	yet	poetic,	visual	language.147		
Rubbing	Along	and	Against	In	the	consideration	of	the	works	of	these	three	artists,	one	must	ask	whether	they	are	complicit	with	the	manipulative	flows	of	power	they	engage	with	or	whether	they	expose,	complicate,	or	maybe	even	contest	them.	Ćibić,	but	to	a	degree	also	Halilaj	and,	perhaps	to	a	lesser	extent	Miljanović,	find	themselves	in	the	contradictory	position	of	representation’s	double	mechanism	–	they	are	meant	to	represent	the	“other”	for	the	West,	while	at	the	same	time	representing	the	West	‘back	home’.148	For	Igor	Zabel,	this	is	symptomatic	of	another	phenomenon	plaguing	the	contemporary	art	world	–	the	dual	view	of	modernisation:	on	the	one	side,	it	is	seen	to	lie	exclusively	in	the	West	(“modernist”	ideal),	and	as	such	renders	other	social	and	cultural	forms	essentially	pre-modern,	assigning	them(selves)	what	Zabel	terms	a	‘folklorist	value’.149	The	other,	more	recent	(“postmodernist”)	view	recognises	that	in	the	contemporary	world,	very	different	“modern”	cultures	exist	and	that	cultural	products	such	as	works	of	art	function	as	
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146	http://www.independent.co.uk/arts-entertainment/art/features/in-the-studio-jasmina-cibic-artist-
8578881.html	(Accessed:	10	November	2013)	
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“representatives”	of	their	own	cultures	and	civilisations.150	The	view	that	modernisation	lies	in	the	West	is	still	a	popular	one	in	the	post	Yugoslav	countries;	ranging	from	Slovenia	to	Kosovo,	each	is	keen	to	be	part	of	the	EU,	participate	at	the	Venice	Biennale,	join	NATO	–	keen	to	‘keep	up’	they	will	often	aim	to	do	so	by	employing	Western	paradigms.151	In	the	case	of	the	55th	Biennale,	Slovenia’s	choice	falls	on	an	artist	(Jasmina	Ćibić)	who,	by	the	nature	of	living	and	working	in	London	–	yet	working	from	the	position	of	“the	other”	–	fits	this	contradictory	double	representation	exceptionally	well.	Kosovo	(represented	by	Petrit	Halilaj)	makes	use	of	a	similar	strategy,	only	additionally	enforced	by	their	choice	of	curator,	adding	the	“postmodernist”	view	into	the	mix.152	For	their	first	appearance	in	Venice,	Kosovo	employed	Kathrin	Rhomberg,	a	Vienna-based	curator	of	contemporary	Central	and	(South)	Eastern	European	art	and	the	chairwoman	of	the	ERSTE	Foundation	–	a	Foundation	promoting	European	integration	through	social	and	cultural	intervention	and	one	of	the	sponsors	of	the	Kosovo	pavilion.153	The	move	simultaneously	suggests	an	acknowledgement	of	Kosovo’s	own	image	as	Europe’s	(primitive)	“other”	–	one	that	is	stereotypically	“uncultured,	economically	underdeveloped,	politically	unsavvy,	and	therefore	in	need	of	assistance	to	bring	them	up	to	European	standards.”154	Uniquely	among	the	three	selected	artists,	Miljanović	represents	the	“other”	‘back	home’	too.	About	the	time	of	Miljanović’s	degree	show,	Nermina	Zildžo	wrote	a	contribution	to	IRWIN’s	East	Art	Map	(2006),	a	project	designed	to	illuminate	relevant	issues	in	Eastern	Europe	and	serve	as	a	‘guidebook’	to	its	historical	and	contemporary	condition	and	art	production.155	Representing	the	other	“other”	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	(fig.14	offers	some	idea	of	administrative	and	ethnic	fragmentation	across	Bosnia),	Zildžo	wrote	about	contemporary	art	and	artists	in	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina,	exclusively	discussing	artists	from	Bosnia’s	Federation	territories	(i.e.	those	of	Croat	and	Bosniak	ethnicity).	Like	Miljanović,	she	excluded	the	“others”,	except	this	time	they	were	primarily	ethnic	Serbs	from	Republika	Srpska.	It	is	not	hard	at	this	stage	to	see	what	Stuart	Hall	might	have	meant	when	he	reasoned	that	identities	are	the	different	ways	in	which	we	are	positioned	by,	and	position	ourselves	within	the	narratives	that	surround	
																																																																										
150	Zabel,	1999.	p.112	
151	Aleš	Erjavec	points	out	how	exhibitions	and	publications	of	Eastern	European	art	in	the	post-1989	era	
frequently	made	use	of	Western	writers	or	curators,	followed	by	‘locals’	or	‘natives’	who	started	to	publish	
scholarly	work	using	the	Anglo-American	style	and	idiom,	functioning	as	‘cultural	intermediaries’	between	the	
East	and	the	West.	Erjavec,	p.71.	
152	Zabel	argues	that	in	the	postmodern	discourse,	the	language	of	art	cannot	be	universal	but	must	be	
understood	through	sharing	of	knowledge	and	experiences.	Zabel,	2004.	p.286.	
153	http://www.erstestiftung.org/blog/kathrin-rhomberg	(Accessed:	20	April	2016)	
154	Erjavec,	p.58.	The	quote	is	from	Jill	Owczarzak’s	Introduction:	Postcolonial	Studies	and	Postsocialism	in	Eastern	
Europe	(2009).	
155	IRWIN,	p.9	
	 52	
us.156	Speaking	from	the	midst	of	the	action	as	it	were,	it	becomes	impossible	for	either	Zildžo	or	Miljanović	to	offer	an	unbiased	account.	While	both	clearly	speak	from	a	subjective	position,	they	both	speak	with	and	to	the	West	–	one	through	an	international	publication	and	the	other	through	an	international	exhibition	–	both,	consciously	or	not,	appearing	to	speak	for	an	entire	nation,	sketching	a	particular	identity	in	the	process.	So	how	can	the	viewer/reader	in	the	West	know	what	is	the	‘full’	or	‘true’	picture	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina?	The	simple	answer	is	that	they	cannot.	The	example	of	Bosnia	may	be	an	extreme	one,	yet	it	serves	to	illustrate	the	precarious	nature	of	representation	–	it	is	subjective	both	in	its	construction	and	in	its	interpretation.	In	essence,	for	the	post	Yugoslav	subaltern	it	is	important	to	be	seen	to	partake	in	the	global	politics	of	representation	–	whether	they	can	truly	‘speak’,	as	Spivak	asks,	becomes	of	secondary	importance;	what	is	paramount	is	that	they	attempt	to	speak.			
	
Fig	14.	Map	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	showing	its	administrative	and	ethnic	structures		 When	Spivak	uses	the	term	“subaltern”,	with	the	intent	to	interrogate	the	existence	of	a	collective	yet	independent	capacity	for	action	–	Erjavec’s	‘voice	that	speaks’	–	she	acknowledges	that	the	inscription	of	a	collective	voice	will	by	definition	not	account	for	the	heterogeneity	of	the	subject	it	speaks	for.157	Furthermore,	such	a	collective	voice	carries	with	it	the	implication	of	an	imperial	strategy.	Art	historian	Joel	Robinson,	writing	about	the	‘framing	networks’	and	‘power	imbalances’	that	dominate	the	Venice	Biennale,	suggests	that	art	might	have	the	capacity	to	unearth,	expose	and	challenge	the	‘imperial	internationalism’	at	play	in	the	Biennale.158	Robinson	terms	the	Biennale	an	“ideologically	problematic	space”	to	raise	the	question	to	what	extent	are	
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participating	artists	complicit	with	its	“structural	divisions,	territorializations	and	exclusions”.159	Crucially,	he	recognises	that	artists	are	dependent	on	the	institutions	and	events	such	as	the	Biennale	for	the	‘global	reach’	of	their	work.	Robinson	suggests	that	for	that	reason,	it	is	more	appropriate	to	examine	the	extent	to	which	an	artist’s	work	“attains	the	kind	of	self-reflexivity	required	for	resisting	absorption	or	collusion”.160	One	can	think	of	Zijlmans’	call	for	inclusion	and	othering	as	being	also	potentially	inherent	in	the	work	itself,	as	a	form	of	awareness	of	the	forces	of	reception	and	representation	it	participates	in.	Pure	and	objective	accounts	can	never	be	said	to	exist;	as	in	the	words	of	Stuart	Hall,	practices	of	representation	always	implicate	the	positions	from	which	we	speak.161	Nowhere	is	this	truer	than	in	art,	especially	considering	the	role	it	has	played	in	the	region’s	self-representation	in	recent	years	(I	can	think	of	the	work	of	Maja	Bajević,	Milica	Tomić	or	Šejla	Kamerić	but	also	Marina	Abramović	as	examples).	What	Miljanović’s	work	for	the	Bosnia	pavilion	has	in	its	favour	is	its	very	nature.	In	contrast	to	Zildžo’s	essay,	Miljanović’s	work	is	visual,	it	offers	up	a	range	of	interpretations.	It	simultaneously	proffers	and	challenges	representation:	the	graphic	realism	of	anonymous,	voiceless	individuals,	coupled	with	the	drowning	noise	of	competing	voices	evokes	Aristotle’s	‘animal’	–	though	it	has	a	voice,	it	can	but	howl.162			Although	the	works	of	Ćibić	and	Halilaj	may	appear	less	problematic	than	Miljanović’s	when	it	comes	to	the	issue	of	(imagined)	‘collective	voice’,	they	are	similarly	subject	to	the	forces	of	representation	they	partake	in.	In	her	presentation	for	the	Slovenia	pavilion,	Ćibić	uses	manifold	strategies	to	interrogate	the	role	of	artist	as	national	representative	and	problematise	the	notion	of	cultural	identity	by	challenging	the	legitimacy	of	its	presentation	and	reception.	Through	indirect	confrontation	with	assigned	roles	and	audience	responses	to	them	Ćibić	asks	how	we	know	what	(we	think)	we	know.	Her	position	can	be	said	to	extend	to	Slovenia,	a	country	which	appears	to	continue	to	be	perpetually	considered	as	“other”	by	the	West	but	no	less	than	“West”	by	the	“others”.		By	contrast,	through	his	own	particular	recycling	of	the	past,	Petrit	Halilaj	assumes	the	deliberate	position	of	the	primitive	–	taunting	the	West’s	own	image	of	himself	in	the	process.	Kosovo	understandably	makes	use	of	the	young	artists’	appeal,	having	discovered,	as	Erjavec	points	out,	that	art	and	culture	are	important	means	of	recognition	and	appreciation	in	the	West	as	they	“can	achieve	what	politics	often	cannot	
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–	an	existential	identification	and	a	cultural	congeniality.”163	Following	on	Hall’s	idea	that	identity	is	a	continual	production,	one	that	is	never	complete	and	always	in	process,	and	that	it	is	always	constituted	within,	rather	than	outside	of	representation,	one	can	consider	the	works	of	these	three	artists	as	contributing	to	the	continual	and	developing	discursive	construction	of	new	post	Yugoslav	identities.	While	the	works	themselves	cannot	be	said	to	be	nationalistic,	they	each	reveal	a	particular	aspect	of	post	Yugoslav	incongruity	and	a	lack	of	grand	narratives.	Based	on	the	notion	that	“it	is	easier	to	fictionalise	a	past	rather	than	remember	it”	[sic],	all	three	artists	participate	in	the	creation	of	a	new	reality	based	on	re-telling	and	recycling	of	the	past.164			
The	Edge	of	a	Cliff	165	In	the	end	–	last	but	not	least,	as	the	saying	goes	–	it	is	in	my	view	necessary	to	also	consider	the	issue	of	reception	of	these	works	of	art.	Norman	Bryson	argues	the	need	to	investigate	the	institutional	forces	that	attribute	reception	to	certain	groups	but	not	others,	examining	the	absence	of	multiplicity	of	viewer’s	experiences	in	favor	of	a	single	clearly	delineated	narrative.166	Such	problematic	is	salient	in	the	domain	of	the	Biennale	and	is	clearly	visible	in	the	official	publications	issued	for	its	occasion	as	well	as	much	of	the	subsequent	critical	writing.	The	catalogue	of	Bosnia	and	Herzegovina	is	but	one	example	as	it	exclusively	and	repeatedly	tells	only	one	narrative,	from	a	viewpoint	of	just	one	of	Bosnia’s	two	alterities,	but	there	are	many	others.	Here,	I	will	turn	to	Norman	Bryson	again,	for	he	vividly	sketches	the	extent	of	the	issue	in	a	way	that	I	am	unable	to:			Once	“reception”	goes	beyond	being	a	discourse	based	on	other	prior	discourses,	and	ventures	out	into	the	domains	where	there	are	only	viewing	practices	without	accompanying	discourse,	a	sudden	vista	appears	that	is	that	of	night.	A	space	is	opened	up	[…]	that	nothing	visible	fills.	[…]	“Reception”	when	profoundly	thought,	will	always	take	us	to	this	point;	all	of	its	paths	will	lead	to	it.	But	at	the	same	time	“reception”	is	typically	intercepted	within	art-historical	discourse	long	before	this	happens.”167		It	is	no	coincidence	that	existing	writing	on	the	three	artists	discussed	here	is	largely	coincidental	(excuse	the	pun).	The	discourse	and	the	media	alike	emphasise	Miljanović’s	
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politically	charged	oeuvre,	Ćibić’s	London-based	‘questioning	practice’	and	Halilaj’s	autobiographic	authenticity.	The	artworks	themselves	are	merely	an	illustration	of	the	artist’s	preconceived	and	constructed	identity:	“other”,	“political”,	“refugee”,	and	so	forth.	In	that	sense,	it	is	easy	to	see	how	such	an	identity	can	be	seen	to	extend	to	the	nation	the	artist	is	representing	as	it	too	is	a	discursive	construct	rooted	in	its	own	image	held	by	the	West.	The	artist	can	only	too	easily	be	mobilised	in	service	of	the	communities	and	nations	striving	for	independence	and	sovereignty	as	they	look	to	the	West	to	tell	them	who	they	are.	The	artworks	presented	at	these	three	pavilions	at	the	Biennale	can	neither	be	said	to	be	representative	of	homogenous	national	entities	any	more	than	it	can	be	said	to	speak	to	a	homogenous	‘general’	audience.	If	anything,	what	I	have	attempted	to	show	is	that	these	works	have	the	capacity	to	jolt	the	spectator	out	of	a	passive	acceptance	of	what	they	are	seeing	with	the	potential	of	liberating	the	prescribed	discursive	response.		
	
Evaluation	This	thesis	was	an	attempt	to	think	through	representations	of	national	identity	in	post	Yugoslavia.	It	shows	how	different	representations	of	post	Yugoslav	contemporary	art	at	an	international	event	such	as	the	Venice	Biennale	reveal	the	blurring	between	nation	and	culture,	between	different	conceptions	of	national	identity	and	their	externalised	cultural	expression.	Simultaneously,	it	has	attempted	to	consider	how	one	can	re-present	a	fragmented	subject.	Each	of	the	countries	selected	as	case	studies	bears	witness	not	only	to	the	post	Yugoslav	fragmentation	but	also	to	its	own	complexities	and	discontinuities.	Does	the	result	inevitably	fall	in	the	trap	of	explaining	and	interpreting	these	“others”,	enabling	the	reader	to	more	effectively	‘deal’	with	them,	as	Igor	Zabel	suggests?168	Perhaps.	The	picture	is	far	more	nuanced	and	complex	than	any	single	account	can	give	credit	to.	The	production	of	cultural	knowledge	and	exchange	between	the	“others”	and	“THE	OTHER”	ought	to	continue	for	as	long	as	Rasheed	Araeen’s	phantasmal	vision	can	become	reality:		 	[…]	change	the	system	and	create	an	international	paradigm	in	which	what	takes	precedence	is	art	work,	with	its	own	set	of	rules	for	production	and	legitimation	in	terms	of	aesthetics,	historical	formation,	location,	and	significance,	rules	not	necessarily	derived	from	any	one	or	originary	culture.169	
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